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The more valid criticism of television news is that it is not popular enough. 
Far from wishing to improve its objectivity, its depth, or its authority, I 
would wish to increase its openness, its contradictions, the multiplicity of its 
voices and points of view. (Fiske, 1989a: 197) 
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Introduction 
 
More than News, More than Jokes… 
 
Why The Panel? 
Ask an 18 year-old Australian what their favourite TV program is, and their answer 
may well include The Simpsons or Friends. They might also say The Bold and the 
Beautiful or Home and Away, but this would be less likely, especially if they were 
male and had not otherwise been hooked up to a lie-detector. Strapped with electrodes 
or not, any young person might still be far more likely to cite a comedy or soap opera 
as their favourite program over and above The 7:30 Report or Dateline, for example. 
While some might see the popularity of soaps or comedies as part of the frivolousness 
of younger generations, one question which is rarely addressed by these same critics 
is: can you blame them for preferring these shows to news and current affairs? 
Television news has stuck with the same trite formula of presentation for many 
decades, thriving on suited, middle-aged experts talking in what some see as a foreign 
language of ‘officialdom’ (Livingstone and Lunt, 1994; Evans and Sternberg, 2000; 
Lewis, 1991). Although being aware of the news and succumbing to its ideology is 
apparently an integral part of the process of becoming a well informed citizen and part 
of a larger democracy (Fiske, 1987; Gripsrud, 1999), the road to that end for young 
people appears to be very, very boring. The response, therefore, from many media 
academics (such as Fiske, 1989a; Sternberg, 1995; Lewis, 1991) is, why can TV news 
not be democratised and personalised through entertainment and comedy? Perhaps it 
already has. 
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If news media is a vital part of the public sphere, then there are many obvious benefits 
in making news more interesting, and the importance of doing so is also heightened 
when one considers that news and current affairs is a genre which regularly excludes 
and disenfranchises the youth of society (Buckingham, 2000; Evans and Sternberg, 
2000; Katz, 1992) – a demographic who are literally our future leaders. The Panel is 
one show which does not attempt to make itself at all ‘like’ the news, but through its 
format and content plays a highly democratising role in the public sphere, where it can 
act as a powerful contributor to the news environment. Because of its format and 
style, it may also contribute to informed socio-political debate and discussion within 
everyday life. 
 
The hypothesis of this thesis then, is that The Panel is not only a form of news, but 
that, like other ‘new’ news  programs (Katz, 1992), it contributes to the postmodern 
public sphere by making news and news issues more popular and understandable, 
particularly to the typically disenfranchised youth (Katz, 1992; Sternberg, 2002; 
Buckingham, 2000). This increased social functionality occurs by televising inter-
personal debate which may then create an environment for that debate to be taken up 
at an everyday level, therefore increasing the potential for a politically and socially 
well-informed public. In this context, The Panel, may be more valuable to the public 
sphere than traditional news formats, particularly for this segment of the population. 
The Panel is not the ‘be-all and end-all’ of modern youth news programming, but this 
thesis argues that the show may be far more valuable to the public sphere and 
Australian youth than is often recognised in the popular media and public opinion.  
 
 
Previous Research in the Field 
There has been, certainly since the late twentieth century, a strong current of debate 
among academics and industry professionals about the falling quality of conventional 
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news and current affairs. Criticisms of this trend often manifest in debates around the 
decline of broadsheet journalism and the increasing tendency towards ‘tabloidism’ 
and entertainment (Lumby and O'Neil, 1994; Curran, 1996; Dahlgren, 1995; Fiske, 
1987; Hallin, 1994; Lumby, 1999c; Machin and Papatheoderou, 2002; Turner, 1999). 
This has been particularly the case in the last 15 years in relation to Australian TV 
news and current affairs, and its apparently rabid desire for maximum ratings (Turner, 
2001). However, a number of critics – particularly Fiske (1992), Hartley (1996) and 
Lumby (1999b) – also discuss the democratising potential of tabloid TV, principally 
in relation to its ability to invert hegemonic paradigms and authority, make obscure 
topics relevant by linking them to personal perspectives, and by popularising the 
genre at the centre of the classical public sphere model (Lumby and O'Neil, 1994; 
Hartley, 1996; Machin and Papatheoderou, 2002; McKee, 2002; Shattuc, 1997).  
 
Winch’s (1997) much overlooked work Mapping the Cultural Space of Journalism 
argues that the ideological boundaries between ‘tabloid’ and ‘broadsheet’ journalism 
are not only outmoded in the first place, but that they are typically judgements used 
by broadsheet journalists defending their ground against accusations of populism 
when their own moral position is challenged. There is a largely unexplored realm of 
informational television programs not conforming to either tabloid or broadsheet 
models, which, many critics are beginning to suggest, may serve as a form of news 
and current affairs programming in the postmodern public sphere (Katz, 1992; Manga, 
2003; Sternberg, 1995). Ideological boundaries are best rethought then in terms of 
‘new’ and ‘old’ news, which far better categorises this very broad news culture. Katz 
(1992), who believes that ‘old’ news has mostly abandoned the younger generations 
(not the opposite), has asserted that the ‘new’ news is a massive cultural change so far 
largely unrecognised by powerful media organisations. 
 
In place of the Old News, something dramatic is evolving, a new culture of 
information, a hybrid New News – dazzling, adolescent, irresponsible, 
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fearless, frightening and powerful. The New News is a heady concoction, 
part Hollywood film and TV movie, part pop music and pop art, mixed with 
popular culture and celebrity magazines, tabloid telecasts, cable and home 
video. Increasingly, the New News is seizing the functions of mainstream 
journalism, sparking conversations and setting the country's social and 
political agenda. It is revolutionizing the way information reaches people 
and moves among them. (Katz, 1992) 
 
This thesis will attempt to position The Panel in a ‘new’ news framework, illustrating 
how it does not conform to either the broadsheet or tabloid binaries. Rather, The 
Panel is best thought of as a TV show which is entertaining – like tabloid texts often 
are – but one also able to inform and facilitate the operation of the public sphere. It 
will argue that while debates regarding the democratising potential of tabloid TV have 
much to offer in discussions of the public sphere, the semiotic and cultural space of 
journalism on TV is much wider and much broader than the tabloid/broadsheet binary 
suggests. The ‘new’ news concept is one which attempts to legitimise and recognise 
the middle-ground which is often neglected by the desire to classify in outmoded 
language of “tabloid” and “broadsheet” (Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2001). This thesis 
argues that it is in this middle-ground that The Panel exists.  
 
While recognising the work of Green (2001) and Stockbridge (2000) as modern 
analyses of the Ten Network and its appeal to younger audiences, as well as 
Sternberg’s (2002; 1995) analyses of youth media and news’ relation to that 
demographic, this project is the first detailed academic study of the cultural and social 
role and impact of The Panel. The research will assert that while traditional news 
genres may still be effectively appealing to an aging audience, ‘new’ news programs 
such as The Panel are yet another part of a breakdown in more structured modes of 
news, which are merely struggling to gain cultural capital among the mainstream. 
Somewhere between overt celebration and absolute pessimism, this thesis will 
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examine The Panel’s ability to harness the democratising potential of tabloid news 
(and entertainment) while at the same time not trivialising serious issues; a common 
accusation levelled at many tabloid programs. As will be elaborated upon, The Panel 
plays a positive role in relation to democracy and the education of citizens, creates a 
space for social groups, particularly young people, to enter into debates about serious 
issues in the mediatised public sphere by making these issues more popular and 
accessible. 
 
 
Research Design and Methodology 
The overarching interpretative paradigm adopted by this study is most accurately 
described as ‘critical pluralism’, adopting a balance between the determinism of 
political economy/conventional textual approaches and the postmodern celebration 
adopted by critics such as Fiske (1989a), Hartley (1996) and Lumby (1999b). This 
paradigm fits into the area of Cultural Studies, with a particular focus on texts and 
cultural practices, which is, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), a form of theory 
based around social criticism. The iteration of social criticism to be used in this thesis 
is in questioning consensus surrounding the popular text The Panel. This paradigm 
will be applied through a combination of textual analysis, examining the ways in 
which The Panel may potentially offer a more socially productive space for the 
examination of news and current affairs issues. It does so via interviews with 
members of The Panel and the show’s production team, and qualitative audience 
research examining the ways in which audiences respond to this potential for 
engagement with issues. This structure attempts to take a holistic approach to the 
analysis of the program, attempting to encompass the three-fold breakdown in the 
study of media in relation to ‘industry’, ‘text’ and ‘audience’. This thesis will look at 
the debates surrounding the news as an industry (and surrounding its output), conduct 
a detailed analysis of the text, and examine how that text is received by its audience. 
Significantly, this methodology can also deconstruct the encoding/decoding model (a 
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very significant part in media text analysis) (Ruddock, 2001: 123), whereas many 
theorisations of ‘new’ news have not encompassed the latter of this binary. 
 
The textual analysis undertaken in this thesis (chapter two), has been adapted to the 
very loose and fluid construction of The Panel, and provides a detailed analysis 
focused principally upon the program’s content. There are two episodes chosen for 
analysis in chapter two, one being a significant portion of an episode, the other being 
a single segment from a separate episode. The first of these examples was shown to 
the focus groups (analysed in chapter three), therefore allowing for a more 
comparable link between construction and reception, while also allowing for the 
program’s overall flow and mix to be better understood. The single segment chosen 
for analysis was primarily used as further reinforcement to support questions 
regarding The Panel’s ability to act as a news program.  
 
The use of focus groups in chapter three is particularly important in this study given 
the hypothesis that The Panel fosters debate in the public sphere. Three focus groups 
were conducted, each of which was shown an (entire) episode of The Panel in order to 
gauge audience opinions of the program, and to test the assertion that the show 
promotes public debate and discussion. Importantly, each group consisted of friend or 
family groups in order to fully and accurately measure the likely social interactions 
which occur at the everyday level mentioned above. The sample was only comprised 
of people belonging to the ‘youth’ demographic of 16 to 39-year-olds chased 
vigorously by the Ten Network (which screens The Panel), and when referring to 
‘youth’ in the rest of this thesis, this same age-range will be implied. 
 
Interviews with members of The Panel’s production team offer a significant insight 
into the show’s history and construction. In addition to speaking with some of the 
program’s regular panellists, this research draws on the opinion of guest panellist 
Harry Shearer, also notable for his illustrious career in comedy (he has been a part of 
Stephen Harrington  
The Panel: More than News, More than Jokes. 
12 
the seminal ‘rockumentary’ This is Spinal Tap, The Simpsons and broadcasts his own 
news-based radio comedy program in the USA called Le Show). Interviews were 
therefore a major part of looking at not only how regular panellists construct the 
program, but also how it is approached from an experienced outsider’s perspective. 
Where these interviews are transcribed throughout this work, like focus group 
quotations, double-spacing implies non-linearity, while single spacing signifies 
continuity or conversation. 
 
 
Chapter Summary 
Chapter one of this thesis reviews theories of the public sphere and explores some of 
the many opinions surrounding ‘tabloidism’, its relationship to the mediatised public 
sphere and modern public life. It also discusses the changing formats for TV news and 
current affairs, examining ways in which modern news programs act in a positive or 
negative role in relation to the public sphere (and informed socio-political debate 
within it). The chapter will synthesise these theories through the concept of ‘new’ 
news (Katz, 1992), arguing  that  ‘new’ news programs such as The Panel contribute 
to debate in the modern public sphere by making news and news issues more popular, 
accessible and comprehensible, particularly to specific audience segments such as 
youth, who are often disenfranchised by conventional news and current affairs 
(Buckingham, 2000; Evans and Sternberg, 2000; Katz, 1992; Sternberg, 2002). While 
it may seem counter-intuitive to spend so much time and space in this chapter on a 
discussion of tabloidism when The Panel is not an example of this type of text, the 
criticisms hounding tabloid media due to popularity and entertainment apply very 
directly to the program in question. 
 
Chapter two is a textual analysis of The Panel, detailing the history and construction 
of show. This analysis is highly important because it attempts to demonstrate that the 
program, because of it content and construction, has a great deal of potential for 
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audiences in relation to the public sphere. This chapter asserts that The Panel is a 
news program, not because it is like ‘the news’, but because it provides a source for 
political engagement in a more entertaining way than most ‘old’ television news. The 
chapter examines the ways in which the show’s vast difference from conventional 
news programs may actually empower the program and its audience to undertake their 
own ‘rational-critical’ debate in the public sphere. As mentioned previously, this 
chapter will also draw on interviews with those involved with the program. 
Chapter three deals with audience reception and interpretations of The Panel. It seeks 
to apply ideas regarding the show’s potential as a site for political and social 
engagement in relation to potential audiences for the program. Audience analysis is a 
significant part in a complete analysis of a program, especially when dealing with 
questions surrounding the everyday conversation which it may or may not encourage. 
The foundation of this analysis is focus group research, conducted in order to better 
understand the way viewers disseminate The Panel in an everyday setting. This is 
perhaps the most important part of this thesis, as the program’s relation to the public 
sphere can only be assessed after the show has been viewed by those who may 
participate in this social and cultural space. 
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Chapter 1 
 
 
 
Tabloid TV, ‘New’ News and The Public Sphere 
 
 
 
Introduction 
The never-ending drive for popularity and ratings in commercial (and now public 
broadcasting) television news is seen as, invariably, a negative thing – a subversion of 
television’s educational and informational role, or its ability to act as the ‘fourth-
estate’ (Dahlgren, 1992: 18). This subversion is perhaps most visible in the increasing 
dominance of ‘tabloid’ news (Winch, 1997: 5; Lumby, 1999b). It is important, 
however, to examine this changing face of modern news and ‘tabloidism’, and re-
think its values in order to better understand the role it plays in modern life as a 
contributor to the public sphere. There is no longer a boundary between what attempts 
to entertain and what attempts to inform on television (despite this persisting 
classification system), and strict definitions of these terms may no longer be 
applicable (Lumby, 1999c). ‘New’ news programs such as The Panel blur these 
boundaries and gain a great deal of political power in our media environment by 
existing not in a rigid tabloid/broadsheet dichotomy, but somewhere in-between as 
hybrid entities (Sternberg, 1995). 
 
This chapter discusses changing formats for TV news and current affairs, examining 
ways in which modern news programs act in a positive or negative role in relation to 
the public sphere (and informed socio-political debate within it). It will synthesise 
these theories through the concept of ‘new’ news, arguing  that  programs such as The 
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Panel contribute to debate in the modern public sphere by making news and news 
issues more popular, accessible and comprehensible, particularly to specific audience 
segments such as youth who are often disenfranchised by conventional news and 
current affairs (Buckingham, 2000; Evans and Sternberg, 2000; Katz, 1992; 
Sternberg, 2002). This potential for popularity is achieved through a variety of 
techniques which enable the foundation of a politically and socially well-informed 
public and mediatised public sphere. 
 
 
The Public Sphere: Commendation and Criticism 
The term the public sphere, first pushed into consciousness by German philosopher 
Jürgen Habermas in reference to the social structure of the enlightenment period, 
could be described very simply as the space where “private people come together as a 
public” (Habermas, 1989: 27). This ‘public’ was able to exist only when bourgeois 
society and the early press allowed public opinion to be formed by creating a sense of 
‘public-ness’ in society, and therefore allowed the public to engage in “rational-
critical debate” (Habermas, 1989: 117). For the purposes of this thesis, the most apt 
description of the public sphere comes not from Habermas, but from James Curran 
(1996: 83), who reassesses it as “a neutral zone where access to relevant information 
affecting the public good is widely available, where discussion is free of domination 
by the state and where all those participating in public debate do so on an equal 
basis.” The public sphere exists not in the news media per se, but in the formation of 
public opinion, and open debate in this metaphorical zone or space (Cunningham and 
Miller, 1994). News, is, however, a necessity for the operation and constitution of the 
public sphere. 
 
The theory of the public sphere has been widely criticised for a variety of reasons, 
most notably because it was, in practice, an exclusionary sphere, where gender, 
power, education and wealth assisted or prevented equal access (Hallin, 1994: 23; 
Stephen Harrington  
The Panel: More than News, More than Jokes. 
16 
McGuigan, 1998; Curran, 1996: 83), discrediting its central claim that it represents a 
‘public’ forum for public conversation. Despite such criticisms, the term is still used 
extensively today in contemporary media theory as a means of understanding the link 
between media and democracy. It has been theorised that the ‘public’, once literal and 
physical, is actually only able to be represented now in the vision of “popular reality” 
seen in the mass-media (Hartley, 1996); hence the public sphere is regularly described 
as being ‘mediatised’ (Hartley, 1992a; Dahlgren, 1991; Lumby, 1999b; Cunningham 
and Miller, 1994). If, according to Lumby (1999c), the media “facilitates almost all 
public communication”, the large-scale communication central to social debate must 
indeed be mediatised also. The significance of the public sphere in the context of this 
thesis, is that news and the media as a whole are a fundamental support system for the 
public sphere, and its demise is not necessarily effected by a move away from the 
traditional constructs of journalism. Shows such as The Panel may actually provide a 
greater chance that non-mediatised debate may occur. Tabloidism and populism are 
not incompatible within the public sphere, then, despite common suggestions that both 
entertainment and commercialism marginalise the potential for an engaged and well-
informed public (Herman, 1998). 
 
  
Tabloid TV and the Public Sphere 
If news is an educator of citizens, a foundation of the public sphere, and vital in many 
other respects regarding informing society as a whole and allowing for a functioning 
democracy (Fiske, 1987; Gripsrud, 1999: 37; Buckingham, 2000), it may initially 
seem very difficult to delve into an argument which values what seems a complete 
destruction of this role: tabloid news. The term tabloid is not only extremely vague, 
but is generally misunderstood by a society that both consumes it with haste yet 
scorns its effects (Lumby, 1999b). A rigid definition of tabloid is derived from the 
newspapers of the same name, which, unlike the larger broadsheets, focus not on 
politics and matters of serious public concern, but upon scandal, gossip and that which 
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serves to sell the greatest number of copies, and therefore attract higher revenue from 
advertising (Winch, 1997: 5). Turner describes the result of this desire for ratings as 
“news as an entertaining spectacle” (1999: 59), or a form of ‘infotainment’, as 
entertainment is what invariably attracts audiences. The supposedly inherent downfall 
in journalistic integrity and power with this desire for entertainment is what theorists 
such as Herman (1998) believe is causing a destruction of the classical public sphere. 
Poor journalistic values are the source for common criticisms of tabloid news, which 
on Australian television often attempts to use ‘juicy’ stories as a virtual audience on-
ramp for a commercial network’s weekday prime-time schedule, and not for more 
‘serious’ purposes such as informing the public (Lumby, 2002: 324; Lumby and 
O'Neil, 1994). Hallin (1994: 176), in his discussion of the changing role of modern 
American journalists supports this view, stating that economics “has eroded the 
barrier between journalism and the profit-making business of selling audiences to 
advertisers”. However, as the same author also discusses, economic factors are not the 
sole reason for tabloid television becoming increasingly pervasive in modern life, nor 
is it the only reason for its condemnation.  
 
Another major criticism of tabloidisation is that it seeks its audience and profit 
through a destruction of traditional news values, which lessens journalists’ ability to 
act as servants of the people, or as the foundations of the public sphere (Herman, 
1998). This concern is commonly related to issues of personalisation in tabloid 
journalism, which involves linking the private and public spheres or placing private 
issues in the public arena (Machin and Papatheoderou, 2002: 36; Wark, 1997; Manga, 
2003: 144; Lumby and O'Neil, 1994; Turner, 1999). Australians are privy to this 
being illustrated in brilliant detail weekdays at 6:30pm when A Current Affair and 
Today Tonight square-off for the biggest slice of the audience pie with their staple of 
neighbourhood disputes, young children out of control, and, of course, the ongoing 
‘generic vs. name brands’ investigation. These often emotion-charged (yet arguably 
very shallow) topics – loaded with self-importance – lead regularly to the conclusion 
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that tabloidism trivialises news and current affairs, because these sorts of stories do 
little to provide education and engagement with issues of high significance such as 
politics (Hallin, 1994: 177; Cunningham and Miller, 1994: 44; Machin and 
Papatheoderou, 2002; McKee, 2002). While Fiske (1992: 49), for example, 
legitimises this trivialisation by asserting that “the last thing that tabloid journalism 
produces is a believing subject”, there is still a largely unanswered question here 
concerning the use of these stories to displace news of broader political importance.   
 
So while tabloid television news may use entertainment to boost its audience, there 
may be different ways of looking at this populism. Machin and Papatheoderou (2002: 
47-48), for example, point out that “abstract claims can become relevant and ring true 
only if authenticated through an individual's own life experiences”. Therefore, tabloid 
news’ linking and inclusion of both the private and public spheres – traditionally 
feminine and masculine domains respectively (Hartley, 1992a; Van Zoonen, 1991) – 
can be seen as a popularising and democratising force, promoting social and cultural 
inclusion, whereas the idealised public sphere of the enlightenment was criticised for 
its exclusions. On the other hand, if we are to believe Hartley (1992a), distinctions 
between the public and private spheres have become ambiguous to the point of 
irrelevancy anyway, and thinking in these binary terms may be entirely futile. Connell 
(1991: 242), on the other hand, has suggested that it is not that the public and private 
spheres are combining, rather that: “Those of us who have come to analyze [sic] 
journalism have perhaps allowed ourselves to define the serious in far too narrow a 
fashion … We have also tended to work with rather narrow conceptions of what is 
political.”  Perhaps it is better to think of the public sphere more as a collection of 
individuals with their own personal experiences and politics, rather than attempt clear 
and concise articulations of a very vague social order. 
 
 If the singularity of society is becoming increasingly pluralistic, then so too must the 
concept of important overarching issues in everyday life and the classification of them 
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into either private or public domains. If, for example, a single case of children with 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) became one example in a larger 
debate about issues of home life and the damaging effect of giving sedatives to 
children, the example serves to highlight broader issues and makes those issues more 
relevant and interesting to those not concerned or involved with them on a regular 
basis. In this hypothetical example, it is seen that private issues are not always trivial 
or an excuse to garner ratings points, but can serve as a means of personalising and 
popularising topics to help the audience better relate to the issue (Machin and 
Papatheoderou, 2002; Lumby, 1999b). In the words of Hartley (1982: 78): “Individual 
people are easier to identify – and to identify with – than structures, forces or 
institutions.”  
 
The ability of tabloid news to mobilise public awareness and give a voice to 
individuals or groups often muted in the media undisputedly strengthens and 
democratises the mediatised public sphere and helps to avoid the dated public vs. 
private classification (Turner, 2000; Fiske, 1987). If this declassification from 
public/private is taken one step further, it could be argued that at a basic level, a 
public is a collection of individuals, and using personal issues and information is not 
abandoning democratic ideals. Ballots and voting are examples of a collection of 
individuals (the ‘personal’) combining with a fundamental democratic right (the 
‘political’), yet this has the power to influence government and the course of a nation. 
This is what Fiske (1989a; 1989b) would call the separation of macro and micro 
levels of politics, where the media and journalism has the power to link these two 
realms. The phrase made famous by feminism – ‘the personal is political’ – certainly 
rings true here and in one sense sounds like a catchcry for tabloid news staff (Lumby, 
1999b).  
 
Along with the complex and apparently infinite fragmentation of society – which is, it 
is suggested, a symptom of living in a postmodern world, many have argued that the 
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public sphere too has fragmented into smaller and smaller spheres or ‘sphericules’ 
(Barker, 1999; Gitlin, 1998), not linked by physical space or proximity (the state), but 
by social movement and similar belief systems which create what Hartley (1999) calls 
‘DIY citizenship’ (see also McKee, 2002). Perhaps the move towards tabloidisation 
does not represent a destruction of the informational role that news and journalism 
plays in society, but rather a changing and fragmenting news environment which 
better reflects the modern nature of the public sphere. The private and public domains 
are now no longer exclusively separate entities and the proliferation and 
fragmentation of media has produced a prolific number of audience positions  
(Hartley, 1996: 144). Diversity in a commercial environment is almost inevitable 
after-all, given that a free market will err towards providing for the varying needs of 
consumers – also known as niche-marketing (Curran, 1996: 91). 
 
It is important to acknowledge that if information, or news, is the modern version of 
free-speech – the virtual commodity of the enlightenment public sphere (Gitlin, 1998) 
– it is popular texts and popular media (carrying those texts) which have the greatest 
chance of cutting through, appealing to and therefore including the greatest number of 
these sphericules in the provision of this information, possibly re-conceiving or 
further democratising the mediatised public sphere. If we accept Kovach and 
Rosenstiel’s (2001: 13) claim that one of the fundamental roles of journalism as a 
profession is “to make the significant interesting and relevant”, then making news 
more accessible must surely help to reinvigorate the educational role of news (central 
to its public sphere function). However, the celebration of tabloidism raises further 
questions over the ability of popular texts and popular information to enhance what 
we may envisage as a public sphere when they often give superficial treatments of 
news and current affairs topics. This superficiality is obvious in stories which focus 
on topics such as “celebrity trials and beached whales”, which Hallin (1994: 177), like 
so many, mourns as a “disturbing” trend. 
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It is imperative to realise in this argument also that the presence of what we still term 
‘quality news’ on television does not instantly a better citizenry make, as it may only 
be consumed by a microcosm of the wider population (e.g. news and current affairs 
on the ABC and SBS). Despite the argued degradation of traditional news values, and 
therefore it’s informative quality, tabloid news’ higher consumption rate is 
alternatively argued to be a democratising force. Indeed, a handful of people watching 
an in-depth news program has been described as being worse than a large number 
consuming a popular/tabloid text because this will only serve to increase the 
knowledge gap between citizens (Sternberg, 1995: 47). Another positive aspect of the 
inversion of traditional news values brought about by the rise of tabloidism is the 
increasing presence of the average voice and the everyday person in news coverage. 
This has been celebrated by some because the public sphere should ideally represent 
all people (the ‘public’), and news should allow a closer (personal) connection to 
those presenting it (Livingstone, 1996; Lumby and O'Neil, 1994). Machin and 
Papatheoderou (2002: 47) argue that personalisation has dominated tabloid news 
because journalism has mostly “failed to validate personal experience as a legitimate 
form of knowledge”. Hallin (1994: 177), however, sees this as using pathos to create 
false importance, and legitimate tabloid news’ increasing dominance in the 
postmodern mainstream media. 
 
Despite its prominence in current debates about media quality, the pervasiveness of 
tabloid news is not a strictly postmodern condition at all, given that many newspapers 
of past centuries often treasured stories of sea monsters or the sexual dealings of 
townspeople (Lumby, 1999c; Glynn, 2000; see also Winch, 1997: 5-7). What we are 
perhaps experiencing is tabloid journalism’s effects and presence to a greater degree 
for a combination of the following reasons: 
 
• Previously marginalised segments of the population (e.g. women or the 
 working class) being reflected in the commercial TV news market. 
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• An increasingly apparent link between the public and private spheres. 
• Corporatised media conglomerates sacrificing journalistic 
 professionalism for greater profit (Hallin, 1994; Shearer, 2004; Turner, 
 2001; Tiffen, 1994; Turner, 1999). 
 
While there is still a very strong case that a focus on trivial issues does very little to 
enhance the public sphere which news and current affairs serves, there is certainly a 
positive aspect to the role that tabloidisation plays in society in the way it popularises 
news. However, if tabloid news is a traditional news format after-all, perhaps there 
exists a middle-ground between the tabloid/broadsheet divide. The seemingly very 
difficult task of remaining popular and at the same time avoiding triviality is 
actualised by many non-traditional news programs such as The Panel.   
 
In modern TV news, rarely is there a program which sets about to inform exclusively, 
given the claims that that any news text is now but a small part in a larger operation 
forever chasing an audience (Shearer, 2004). In this very entertaining medium 
different programs may simply inform and entertain to varying degrees depending on 
factors such as audience and purpose. Knowing this, a review of the program The 
Panel may throw up different ideas about the way in which it uses popularity, 
commercial television, and personal discussion to create a hybrid news program, 
allowing it to be engaged with by audiences more productively than conventional 
news and current affairs programs. The show is certainly a tabloid text by the defining 
characteristics mentioned so far, yet there are many ways in which it does not 
conform to the hallmarks (and downfalls) of this style of journalism. 
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‘News’ Vs ‘Olds’ 
 
Storytelling and information are not contradictory. They are better 
understood as two points on a continuum of communicating. (Kovach and 
Rosenstiel, 2001: 149) 
 
Perhaps it is more instructive to think of news and entertainment as two 
intersecting spheres … Within this grey-area … the cultural space of 
journalism is contested. (Winch, 1997: 14) 
 
The common distinction of tabloid/broadsheet, like the public/private distinction, is an 
old and outmoded one, and, as was mentioned previously, the boundary between how 
we define these terms is becoming increasingly vague in the modern media 
environment (Lumby, 1999c; Hartley, 1996). If the public sphere can be divided into 
endless fragments, our own thinking should reflect the way a fragmenting news media 
environment provides for such a multi-layered society, or a sphere containing a 
multitude of sphericules. It seems for the moment, at least, society tends to recognise 
only the two opposite ends of the scale in our thinking about tabloid and broadsheet 
journalism. However, if news and journalism are a part of popular culture (Dahlgren, 
1992), it almost seems incongruous to think that both are often despised for being 
exactly that: popular. 
 
Perhaps this “continuum of communicating” (Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2001: 149) 
(implying linearity) is not a continuum at all, but more like the intersecting spheres 
theorised by Winch (1997). If this is so, we begin to see the formerly black and white 
landscape of informing and entertaining breaking into a larger and more interesting 
world containing shades of grey. This is represented in Figure 1, where ‘meaning’ 
(informing/news), ‘pleasure’ (entertaining) and the easily accessed medium of 
television overlap. 
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Figure 1: Television, ‘Meaning’ and ‘Pleasure’ as combining entities. 
 
This ‘grey versus black and white’ metaphor is an analogy for the distinction between 
‘new’ news – or what Hartley (1982) and Langer (1998) call the ‘Other News’ – and 
‘old’ (traditional) news (Dahlgren, 1995; see also Katz, 1992). This way of 
conceptualising news formats recognises that ‘official’ news is not the only legitimate 
form of information, therefore making ‘new’ news more acceptable from an academic 
perspective. Doing so legitimates the programs which do not fit into traditional news 
genres and recognises that all information will, for different audiences or segments of 
the population, carry greater or lesser importance. By borrowing from fictional and 
entertaining genres with a closer link to people’s everyday lives – comedy or soap 
opera for example (see Fiske, 1989a; Lewis, 1991) – these programs allow greater 
involvement with the information they present. As an example, even one of 
Australia’s most respected journalists, George Negus, is now playing with the concept 
of an entertaining news hybrid in his ABC program George Negus Tonight. Here is, 
certainly, an informative and entertaining program, yet it is presented in a variety-
show format featuring a greater range of information than one might find on 
traditional news. 
 
Television 
Pleasure Meaning 
‘New’ TV News –  
The Panel? 
‘Old’ TV 
News 
‘New’ News 
Entertaining TV 
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Sternberg (1995) has suggested that this foray into the previously unexplored space 
between the once-rigid tabloid and broadsheet formats – what Turner (1989) calls 
‘Transgressive TV’ – is a particularly Australian quality. Many such Australian 
examples include The Times, McFeast, Good News Week, The Glass House, CNNNN, 
and, indeed, The Panel. Another modern Australian example is the ABC’s Enough 
Rope, in which host Andrew Denton’s approach at interviewing won him a 2003 
Walkley Award. It too is a ‘new’ news program which manages to be very humorous 
and yet enormously informative (even by journalistic standards) at the same time. By 
using these factors of entertainment and information in combination, Denton, like 
Negus and ‘the panel’, is “producing a form of news and current affairs that is socially 
interrogative and progressive, relevant to people’s everyday lives and enjoyable, 
therefore increasing the possibility that it will be actively watched” (Sternberg, 1995: 
43). 
 
In blurring boundaries of genre and subverting traditional power relations in news, 
‘new’ news programs are therefore far more able to act as important social forums 
than most ‘old’ news programs, which puts modern news’ ability to act in the interests 
of the public sphere into question. By popularising news and making important yet 
abstract concepts such as law and politics accessible and understandable once again, 
these ‘new’ news texts are also partially healing some of the old wounds that 
journalism has inflicted on those who find its discourse foreign and highly 
uninteresting (Katz, 1992; Lewis, 1991: 152; Evans and Sternberg, 2000). By not 
favouring the voices of elite or powerful people there is surely an ability for ‘new’ 
news to act in the interests of the wider population (or the public sphere) by allowing 
the public to hear alternative voices which may be closer in opinion and language to 
their own (Lumby, 1999a). Despite the view of O'Shaughnessy (1990: 98) that “the 
popularity of genres marginalizes those programs which do not fit into generic 
conventions”, the trend towards ‘Transgressive TV’ (Turner, 1989) in the realm of 
news and current affairs is certainly democratising. Katz (1992) suggests that these 
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types of programs (which in his work includes film and popular music) are better able 
to evoke interest in the minds of younger viewers because of their greater ability to 
contextualise, personalise and not over-rationalise: 
 
Mainstream journalism frequently checkmates itself. In worshipping balance 
over truth, objectivity over point of view, moderation over diversity and 
credibility over creativity, the Old News gives consumers a clear choice. 
Consumers can have a balanced discussion, with every side of an issue 
neutralizing the other, or they can turn to [New News] offering colorful, 
distinctive, often flawed but frequently powerful visions of their truth. 
(Katz, 1992) 
 
By replacing journalism’s never-ending search for truth, objectivity and balance, with 
more exciting narratives, identification with people and a more open version of ‘truth’ 
through the presentation of  multiple and conflicting opinions, ‘new’ news and non-
traditional informational media are working on providing their audiences with 
information in a stimulating fashion, not over-filtering to the point of boredom and 
irrelevance (Katz, 1992). They may carry less ‘factual’ information, but because they 
have shed what Dahlgren (1992: 18) crucially calls journalism’s “confining skin of 
official discourses”, ‘new’ news may make a fuller contribution to the public through 
the democratising power of popularity and entertainment. 
 
 
Conclusion 
A cautious summation of the role tabloid news plays in the public sphere would 
include many criticisms such as trivialisation and the promotion of poor news values. 
However, we must also incorporate into our thinking the positive aspects to tabloid 
media, and look at the ways in which it contributes to the public sphere. In doing this, 
it is important to recognise the part played by ‘new’ news programs which add a 
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significant level of depth and complexity to news genres and the content they present, 
and, most importantly, attempt to make the news more interesting and easier to 
identify with. 
 
Tabloid news does not signal the demise of the public sphere, nor its glorious 
recreation, but by using elements of that genre – its ability to mobilise an audience – 
and traditional news’ ability to inform, ‘new’ news programs are beginning to show 
us that popularity does not always imply lesser quality, and that the use of humour 
does not immediately create a non-engaged audience. If anything, the reverse is true, 
especially so among younger audiences who are so commonly alienated by traditional 
news texts (Katz, 1992; Sternberg, 2002; Lumby, 2002; Evans and Sternberg, 2000). 
These theories will be applied to The Panel in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 2 
 
 
 
The Panel: Televised ‘Rational-Critical’ Debate 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Television has eclipsed parliament as the central forum of national debate. It 
is now the principal channel of communication in the public space between 
the state and the home, the main means by which citizens engage in a 
collective conversation that influences public opinion and the direction of 
society. (Curran, 1997: 193)  
 
As the previous chapter has argued ‘new’ news programs have a great deal of power 
in the postmodern public sphere. By not relying on authoritative voices, boring 
formats or triviality, they are able to democratise the public sphere more so than ‘old’ 
news, certainly among younger demographics which have become gradually 
distanced from the genre. This chapter will continue to assert that The Panel’s format 
and style make it an excellent example of the power of ‘new’ news. This power lies in 
the very loose and casual style of the show, and the discussion found therein which, 
because of its “incompleteness” and popularity (Fiske, 1989b: 126), may then 
overflow into everyday life and non-mediatised public spaces. This chapter will be 
primarily concerned with detailing the history and construction of show, and a textual 
analysis of recent (and therefore more relevant) content. This analysis will be closely 
linked to the hypothesis of this thesis, arguing that The Panel is not only a potential 
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news source, but like other ‘new’ news programs, it contributes to the postmodern 
public sphere by making news and news issues more popular, accessible and 
comprehensible.  
 
The Panel can be envisaged as an important, but still exciting and modern space for 
debate and discussion (see Curran, 1997), allowing access to alternative voices, which 
can therefore make a valuable addition to the public sphere. This chapter will 
therefore assert that The Panel is a news program, not because it is like ‘the news’, 
but because it provides a source for political engagement, albeit in a more entertaining 
way than most ‘old’ television news delivers its content. In analysing The Panel, this 
study will examine the ways in which the show’s vast difference from conventional 
news programs may actually empower the program and its audience to undertake their 
own critical debate in the public sphere. Questions surrounding actual audience 
reception and the ability of the show to strengthen everyday critical engagement will 
be explored in the subsequent audience analysis chapter which utilises focus group 
research. 
 
 
The Panel: A Short History 
Because of its deceptive simplicity, The Panel is a very difficult program to describe. 
The show centres around five ‘panellists’ at a desk, their guests, and the conversation 
which ensues from these meetings. The show is perhaps best described as funny 
people talking about the week and what is topical. It has been called everything from 
“basically dinner party conversation between five friends, plus occasional guests” 
(McGuire, 2001), to a “discussion of life, the universe and everything” (McGirr, 
1999). While both of these statements are somewhat vague, both also correctly 
suggest that it is very difficult to define The Panel within a single genre. Broadcast 
live in a thus-far unaltered timeslot of 9:30pm Wednesday on the Ten Network, The 
Panel first aired in 1998, and is produced by the perennially successful and diverse 
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Working Dog, a Melbourne production company who were the creative minds behind 
the current-affairs mockumentary/satire Frontline (see McKee, 2001). That program 
was a humorous dissection of television newsroom culture, one very accurately 
highlighting the differences and contradictions between the ideology of a current 
affairs program, and its actual operation ‘behind the scenes’ (Hirsh, 2004). It showed 
that even the ‘old’ news and current affairs formats, which profess to take on the 
‘classical role’ of journalism in society, are not able to present information without 
interference from external influences, lack of morality, sense of self-importance and a 
simple desire for high ratings figures, and, therefore, profit. These are the very issues 
mentioned in the previous chapter which plague the mainstream television news and 
current affairs environment generally, and form part of news’ inability to engage 
audiences in the topics it discusses. Clearly though, the production team behind The 
Panel have a high level of scepticism for news which is often reflected in their 
ongoing discussion and debate of news items. 
 
The Panel has been popular from its very beginnings, and has continued to attract 
high audience figures of approximately 900,000 viewers per episode in its late night 
timeslot (McCabe, 2003). While those responsible for the program see their audience 
as quite broad, The Panel has been particularly successful with the youth 
demographic (16 to 39 year-olds) which the Ten Network aims its programming at 
(Green, 2001). According Rob Sitch (Gleisner and Sitch, 2004), a member of ‘the 
panel’ and its production team, The Panel was conceptualised some years before its 
premiere, and had a prolonged gestation period. Sitch recalls that the framework of 
the show was simply to go on air with a desk of friends, and “just let everyone talk” 
(Gleisner and Sitch, 2004). However, as he and Tom Gleisner (regular host of the 
show) elaborate, the program was also able to fill a significant gap in the television 
market, not only in relation to its use of discussion-based content, but also because it 
differed from the more common ‘strict’ or ‘tight’ formats and genres: 
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ROB SITCH: When we were looking at television back then, there was almost 
nowhere where normal conversation happened between people who weren’t 
identified as experts. 
 
 
TOM GLEISNER: And loose, everything was formatted to within an inch of 
its life and, you know, it was just nice to do a show that was hard to put in a box. 
 
Gleisner’s description of the show above corresponds very neatly with Turner’s 
(1989) notion of ‘Transgressive TV’ where the program is difficult to categorise 
because of the way it hybridises, plays with and adapts to existing television genres. 
While clearly being popular among young audiences, The Panel was never a 
deliberate attempt to target this specific group. Rather, perhaps because of it being 
screened on the Ten Network, which since the 1990s has explicitly targeted a 16-39 
year-old demographic (Stockbridge, 2000; Green, 2001), a large young audience 
naturally ‘found’ the show (Gleisner and Sitch, 2004). This magnetism should come 
as no surprise, however, given the assertions by Buckingham (2000), for example, 
who details the many studies worldwide showing that young people’s consumption 
and interest in the news media is low and still falling. Indeed, the inability for news 
television to engage this demographic has been highlighted in an Australian 
quantitative study by Bennett et al. (1999: 77), showing that news is least favoured by 
people aged 18-25, while humour is the most favoured genre among that same group. 
Likewise, Stockbridge (2000: 199) states in reference to the Ten Network that “young 
Australian audiences prefer comedy and playful programming”. This is perhaps 
further evidence that young people appear naturally attuned to the generic ambiguity, 
transgression, playfulness and ‘loose’ qualities of ‘new’ news shows like The Panel: 
 
ROB SITCH: I think humour, and that kind of ‘non-self-important vibe’, young 
people gravitate to anyway. And, I mean, you put 55-year-old men in suits 
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talking and using the words ‘policy’, and people run a mile, young people run a 
mile… for good reason. 
 
In addition to supporting this thesis’ claim about the show’s generic hybridisation and 
its potential to attract audiences, Sitch’s response also highlights the lack of self-
importance and authority in The Panel: another of the many reasons why this thesis 
argues the show is a powerful force for democratisation. This lack of self-importance 
has become a problem, however, as some have mistaken a lack of authority for failing 
to act as a news source. Starting its seventh series in mid-2004, the previous four 
years of the program’s production had been overshadowed by a legal battle with the 
Nine Network over alleged abuses of copyright in showing video clips of material 
from that network (Clifton, 2000; Jackson, 2003). Though that battle concluded in 
early 2004, the decision was not judged by the High Court in Working Dog’s favour 
because The Panel was deemed to be a news program, and therefore exempt from 
copyright breaches such as these (Armstrong et al., 1995: 93; McIlveen, 2000). 
Rather, The Panel was judged not to have breached copyright laws on the basis that 
not enough material was shown to constitute ‘broadcast’ (Harris, 2001; O'Loughlin, 
2004; Ross, 2004). 
 
What this decision highlights is, firstly, the importance of this research for positioning 
the program in a ‘new’ news and public sphere framework, and, secondly, the stigma 
attached to entertainment programs which appears to devalue their cultural and 
political value. Though a favourable outcome was reached from the show’s 
perspective, the production team, Network Ten, and their lawyers were still unable to 
successfully convince courts and rivals that The Panel, through its hybridisation of 
entertainment and information, constitutes a form of news. This suggests the 
persistence of the popular yet ill-informed distinction many still make when judging 
entertainment and information: “Ultimately, information is judged to provide ‘good’ 
television and entertainment ‘bad’” (Fiske, 1989a: 185). This research has thus far 
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attempted to acknowledge the potential problems involved in this binary thought and 
the remainder of this thesis will assert that The Panel derives much of its cultural and 
political power through the way it engages with and blurs these distinctions. 
 
 
Constructed Authenticity 
As stated previously, The Panel is a very simple program, but it derives much of its 
power from this simplicity. Around a desk, a ‘panel’ of five people and their guests 
simply discuss issues between one another in a way that emulates everyday 
conversation. In fact, the show is so reliant on conversation that it was simulcast on 
radio for many years without visual prompts of any kind. There are regular 
‘panellists’, Tom Gleisner, Rob Sitch, Kate Langbroek, Santo Cilauro and Glenn 
Robbins, while a guest of similar comedic pedigree will fill-in where necessary. The 
group are very experienced comedians, actors, writers, performers and, in the context 
of The Panel, social commentators. Most of the five have at one time been part of  
television comedy (e.g. The D Generation, The Late Show, Funky Squad or The 
Comedy Company) which explains much of the show’s ability to entertain. As Harry 
Shearer (2004), famous comedic actor (This is Spinal Tap), voicing-artist (The 
Simpsons) and several-time guest-panellist points out, The Panel not only features 
“smart-funny” people, but has “authenticity”, which therefore distances it from most 
news programs. 
 
HARRY SHEARER: This is something that really comes through the screen 
with pure authenticity because it’s real, it’s real people really sitting around 
having a real meeting of the minds. They just happen to be smart-funny people 
having a meeting of the minds about what’s going on. So I think it’s sort of 
unavoidable that especially young people would gravitate in that direction, 
especially when the news product is increasingly phoney in its very means of 
presentation … 
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Rather than the “hollow shell” that most television news has become due its level of 
planning (Gleisner and Sitch, 2004), The Panel appears ‘authentic’ and ‘real’ because, 
unlike news, there seems to be no planning or careful management of its content 
(Hirsh, 2004). Rather, the show is constructed to make that those constructs go almost 
entirely unnoticed. What therefore gives the show its ability to seem authentic is the 
personalities of panel itself, and their ability to appear comfortable with live 
television. As Tom Gleisner points out below, the show is much like dinner party 
discussion, in the way the framework is planned, but this planning is, interestingly, 
intended to result in ‘real’, live, unplanned discussion. By the same token, however, 
the ability for dinner party guests to participate in this loose and engaged conversation 
or debate relies on the guests of that party feeling comfortable in the presence of the 
people with whom they are sharing their table (particularly to the host), and the 
familiarity and comfort with that table itself and the room it sits in (live television). 
Indeed, the difficulty inherent in undertaking this type of program may go some way 
to explaining the mediocre success of programs which have attempted to replicate The 
Panel’s style and format (e.g. Seven’s The Chat Room or ABC’s The Fat) (Fidgeon, 
2003): 
 
TOM GLEISNER: …in the early years we planned a little bit of it and found it 
was counter-productive. As I say, in the same way as if you were having a 
dinner party, you plan your menu and what you will drink, but the notion that: 
“We will start chatting about the election, then we’ll segue into…” we just don’t 
do it. 
 
Rather than the carefully managed “bad acting” proliferated by the news and its 
presentation (Shearer, 2004), The Panel appears authentic because there seems to be 
no acting whatsoever. It is this contradiction which makes The Panel a very powerful 
democratising force. If the panellists appeared awkward with the format, audiences 
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would find the show far less comfortable to watch. While each episode’s content is 
not carefully managed or pre-planned, the planned elements of the program also 
distance the show from news genres, making them important to analyse here. The 
current introduction to the show, for instance, speaks volumes for the program’s 
image and concept of its target audience. The visual element of this introduction is 
sped-up footage of city nightlife, with the show’s pop/rock theme playing over this. 
This may be interpreted as a reflection on the rapid pace of life as well as further 
identifying the show with youthful nightlife culture or casualness. It may indicate 
Working Dog’s concept of a young, urban audience taking time out from their fast-
paced lives to watch the program and ‘catch up’ in a more casual manner than most 
news programs allow. This urban feel is further reproduced in the generic city skyline 
background of the Melbourne studio the program is filmed in. However, The Panel 
never makes mention of where it is filmed. This ambiguous locale, referred to by 
Green (2001: 58-59) as a means of creating an identity with a wider Australian 
audience, was previously established though the show’s use of urban streetscape shots 
from various parts of Australia when coming into and out of ad breaks1
 
, which were 
perhaps further able to reflect the program’s national focus and its late timeslot. 
Michael Hirsh (2004), one of The Panel’s executive producers, says these streetscapes 
were used because they were able to reflect that fact that the show was live. This was 
achieved because the footage was taken at night, had the street name and location 
listed, and was not identifiable as being dated. This ‘liveness’ was further emphasised 
through the show being simulcast on the Triple M national radio network until 2004. 
Through the simulcast, The Panel not only demonstrated its foundation in regular 
conversation, but was also able to directly forge a place in the culture of a generation 
                                                 
1 The Panel now relies on a range of material to lead into and lead out from 
commercial breaks. This various content has included short grabs of video clips, 
movie trailers and moments from sporting events or even world history. 
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closely identified with popular music. It also allowed the show to broaden the scope 
of the audience (Hirsh 2004), and provided an access point to the show for those 
young people who may not have a television in their ‘own’ very important space: their 
bedroom (see Sternberg et al., 2000). 
 
Another central construct the program utilises is a studio audience, which, until 
recently, was never seen at any time during the course of an episode. The benefits of 
this audience for the show are obvious, given that it often features live comedy, which 
feeds off audience response. However important the studio audience may be, the 
panellists’ general neglect of its presence reflects that the conversation must only take 
place amongst the panellists (Gleisner and Sitch, 2004). By implication, the audience 
may only be present to remain indicative of the much larger television audience. If the 
studio audience was seen, perhaps the intimate bond between the program and its TV 
audience would be diminished by the explicit vision of people in the studio. If the 
program attempts to create an intimate dinner-table conversation with friends, then the 
show’s decision not to include the audience as a significant part of the program 
reflects the need to not distance the audience at home from those on The Panel by 
creating a more inclusive environment for a select few in a single city. 
 
Though the structure of the program is not intrinsically inclusive, in that it does not 
attempt to include the audience in the actual debate and conversation, the space which 
it operates in is of most benefit to the most number of people. If the rational-critical 
debate which underpins the public sphere can be thought of as a social discussion of 
matters of public interest, then The Panel can also be thought of as a replication of the 
rational-critical debate so important to the public sphere. The power of the show in the 
public sphere is not in its status as an authentic open forum (it is actually closed to the 
‘public’ and, as noted above is highly constructed so that it appears natural), but in the 
potential for the show’s format to allow audiences to engage in discussion of their 
own. The Panel may be considered a news program, not because it produces the news, 
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but because it discusses and reflects upon it, with examples of this reflection analysed 
in the following part of this chapter. As such, The Panel could be considered a 
mediatised version of the two-step flow model of information, where ‘opinion-
leaders’ (members of ‘the panel’) provide the link between the mass media and 
interpersonal communication by passing-on information via word of mouth to others 
in their social networks (Ward, 1995: 34). Whereas most news and current affairs 
programs on Australian television present only ‘facts’ (with wildly varying levels of 
journalistic integrity and skill), The Panel is significant as it strives not only to re-
present those same facts, but also critically discusses them, talks to a relevant party 
and even makes light of these issues where appropriate through using humour. The 
use of quite simple conversation is also argued to be more powerful than informed, 
planned or exclusive language:   
 
Democracy depends upon plain language. It depends upon common 
understanding. We need to feel safe in the assumption that words mean what 
they are commonly understood to mean. Deliberate ambiguities, slides of 
meaning, obscure, incomprehensible or meaningless words poison that 
democratic process by leaving people less able to make informed or rational 
decisions (Watson, 2003: 113). 
 
By using the vocabulary and the ‘democracy’ of everyday conversation (Gleisner and 
Sitch, 2004), The Panel can boost its audience’s understanding of and familiarity with 
the issues it discusses. This is, in a sense, moving back into a mediatised version of an 
oral storytelling (or rhetorical) culture which preceded the written word of journalism, 
where discussion of and personal engagement with information has again become a 
significant way in which we are informed collectively as a society (Fiske and Hartley, 
1978). This will be further analysed in the following part of this chapter. 
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Analysing Hybridity 
The episode of The Panel chosen for analysis here provides a series of excellent 
examples of the program’s balance of political discussion and light-hearted 
entertainment (The Panel, 2004a). A significant portion of the episode was chosen for 
analysis in favour of individual excerpts because this same episode was used during 
focus group research and can therefore reflect the overall mix found in the program. 
The second episode of 2004, it aired (on the 21st of July) during the prolonged lead-up 
to a federal election, the Athens Olympics, and highlights the ongoing political issue 
of Iraq, and Australia’s involvement in military operations there. Approximately the 
first half of the episode is analysed, with conversations reaffirming the program’s 
status as a news text analysed in greater detail. Not included in the analysis are the 
final three segments of the show, in which, singer Paulini, Australian women’s water 
polo player Jo Fox and young musician Jamie Cullum are interviewed. In the 
secondary textual analysis, a further segment from an episode broadcast just weeks 
later (on the 18th of August) is used as another example to highlight many of the 
theories mentioned in this thesis. Through this entire section, The Panel’s difference 
from ‘old’ news will be discussed in terms of its hybridity and ability to strengthen the 
public sphere because of its varying news values, level of entertainment, and 
multitude of perspectives or opinions. As will be seen in the next chapter, these three 
crucial differences were also signified by those participating the focus groups as a 
means of empowering the show’s audience, and, therefore, the public sphere.  
 
The Panel’s careful balance between information and entertainment is reflected in 
some of the diverse topics discussed, and the low level of knowledge the group 
expects of its viewers in order to engage with the show, harnessing what Rob Sitch 
(Gleisner and Sitch, 2004) calls “the democracy of conversation”. For example, 
within the first few minutes of the program, Sitch introduces a small piece of footage 
about the new Telstra chairman, Donald McGauchie (pronounced: mi-ge-ki), showing 
that the federal Minister for Telecommunications – who would or should have been 
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responsible for deciding on this appointment – failed to pronounce his name correctly 
in an interview (calling him “Mr McGowchi”). While the footage was likely to have 
been lifted from news sources, the show does not simply treat this package and the 
Minister in question (Senator Helen Coonan) as a pure joke. Rather, this footage was 
used in a light-hearted manner to highlight the fact that it appeared very unlikely that 
this minister had any major hand in the appointment, and gave away the secret that, in 
Rob Sitch’s words: “Really, [John] Howard did it”. In this way, humour is able to tap 
into larger political questions surrounding party leaders’ power over individual 
portfolios. The use of humour does more than produce political cynicism here. By 
presenting the show in loose conversational terms, The Panel crucially points out the 
subtle ‘in’ jokes in relation to complex structures and hierarchies in a way that is 
highly democratising.  
 
This significant difference between tabloid treatments of the news and The Panel are 
further reflected in Santo Cilauro’s opening comments regarding the potential dangers 
of static electricity at petrol pumps. His discussion comes in the form of a personal 
anecdote, in which he talks about the urban myth that static electricity can cause cars 
to explode when refuelling. Unlike a typical ‘old’ news treatment of this topic, which 
might adopt very serious rhetoric while attempting to warn people (in now tired and 
formulaic journalistic description) of potential dangers, this program distances itself 
from this style through other panellists’ cynicism and scepticism of what may simply 
be urban legend. In doing so, The Panel is not perpetuating or over-stating dangers, 
which many (particularly tabloid) programs do in order to heighten a sense of self-
importance and power (Hallin, 1994).  
 
After the topic of static electricity, the conversation moves onto the “It’s Time” 
campaign slogan for the Labor Party, first used in 1972, which the party had reprised 
for the upcoming election. From simply showing the old advertisement for the party 
(which featured celebrities from the era singing the “It’s Time” song), ‘the panel’ is 
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therefore able to debate the merits and modern possibility for celebrities to align 
themselves publicly with political parties, and questions why the ALP’s Mark Latham 
would revert to this old slogan for his campaign. This was quite a significant issue in 
Australia at the time, because of a looming election, and because of the publicity and 
outrage in the United States over celebrities making their political allegiances public. 
Tom Gleisner then asks the group if they can recall any slogans from recent 
campaigns, which, while treated with some humour, also makes clear allusions to the 
un-memorable nature of campaign material. 
 
 
TOM GLEISNER: Who can remember?… I am not sure whether 
campaign slogans stick in people’s memory, can anyone remember the 
last campaign, 2001, Kim Beazley’s or John Howard’s… anyone? 
 
ROB SITCH: Ahh, Kim Beazley’s was “Education, Health… For All 
Australians”. 
 
TOM GLEISNER: It was “What I Stand For” (serious tone). Sounds 
like a single from Shannon Noll doesn’t it? 
… 
ROB SITCH: Who had “For All of Us”? 
 
TOM GLEISNER: Ohhh, “For All of Us” was John Howard ’98. 
 
KATE LANGBROEK: Did it work? 
 
TOM GLEISNER: Yes, yes it did in fact. 
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SANTO CILAURO: Not as well as “Menzies Forever”…  
 
(The Panel, 2004a) 
  
 
Like the previous example regarding “Mr McGowchi”, this is a conversation which 
speaks very loudly for the program’s ability to inform and entertain simultaneously. In 
some ways it humorously criticises Kim Beazley and Labor’s “What I Stand For”, 
because of its overwrought clichéd claim to working-class authenticity (produced 
through the intertextual reference to Shannon Noll who is promoted in these terms). 
However, this discussion is also highly inclusive, given that the group genuinely has 
no pretensions to know the answer to Gleisner’s question. Rather than appearing 
‘smug’ or ‘elite’ which is a hallmark of ‘old’ news (Katz, 1992), the show’s stars are 
able to reflect their own personal level of knowledge and curiosity. In Kate Langbroek 
there is also a voice for ongoing clarification, seen here with her statement – “Did it 
work?” – which helps to ground and simplify the discussion. In a later example, this is 
seen to an even greater extent with her continual questioning of other panellists to 
clarify what they are discussing. This strategy, which, according to members of The 
Panel, is merely a symptom of Langbroek’s sheer inquisitiveness and instinct 
(Gleisner and Sitch, 2004), ensures the others joining her in conversation do not begin 
making assumptions which may alienate parts of the audience who do not understand 
the issues at hand. In this way Langbroek plays an important role which underscores 
the show’s democratising power of conversation. Her  position also reaffirms one of 
the arguments made in this thesis: that The Panel is highly democratising, and is 
therefore a powerful contribution to the news environment. Rob Sitch (Gleisner and 
Sitch, 2004) in particular argues that the questions raised and discussed on The Panel 
are based in genuine interest and curiosity, not by traditional definitions of 
newsworthiness. Therefore, this program is far more likely to reflect the interests of 
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the public, and, by extension, the public sphere which will be revisited later in this 
chapter. 
 
The final item in the first segment of this episode, leading into a commercial break, is 
a very funny and simple item showing A Current Affair’s Ray Martin throwing that 
show to an ad break, but being left awkwardly waiting for its arrival by a slow-
reacting director. This is yet another example of the show’s ability to blend simple 
and humorous content along with discussions of politics and electioneering (analysed 
above). Here the conversation has moved from politics to providing pure humour, yet 
this also taps into the rich vein of youthful suspicion regarding conventional news and 
current affairs genres (in the mould of Frontline). By showing A Current Affair’s 
mistake, The Panel further demonstrates itself as being closer to the audience who 
have become so disenfranchised by the news and its own sense of importance. 
Additionally, this particular item is very suggestive of the difference between The 
Panel and a typical popular (and tabloid) current affairs program; Martin’s reference 
to an upcoming story promises to tell audiences: “How your pet can make you rich.” 
 
In the next segment of the episode, after discussing golf and cycling, the topic of 
interest soon moves onto perhaps the most stimulating topic of the evening, where the 
panellists discuss Michael Moore’s controversial political film Fahrenheit 9/11, and 
the outcry which had followed its release in the USA and in Australia. The 
conversation in this segment (transcribed in Appendix 1) is very interesting, because it 
relates to a popular film which criticises a significant world event (the USA’s pre-
emptive strike on Iraq) and the political motivations surrounding it. Far from simply 
commenting on the film and reviewing it, The Panel’s approach here is to enter into 
the already significant debate over its merits, and the attacks upon Michael Moore’s 
alleged distortions of what has been accepted as a singular “truth”. In some ways this 
opinion is very rare because there had been very little opportunity for a defence of 
Fahrenheit 9/11 and the criticisms of it put forward from often powerful news 
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programs or newspapers. The conversation is also very easy to decipher and 
understand. This is seen, for example, in Rob Sitch’s statement: “But… because, you 
know, [Colin Powell]’s a statesman he’s not dealt with in the same way that Michael 
Moore the big fat slob is”, which is a very simple and therefore powerful defence. It is 
possibly even a tabloid technique in making a comparison at the very personal level – 
physical appearance – but it is this personalisation which makes this discussion so 
understandable, especially when revisiting Hartley’s (1982: 78) claims that people are 
far easier to identify than institutions. Furthermore, by undertaking this debate with 
non-sophisticated language, this type of program has a far greater democratic 
potential than news, given the theory that democracy and informed rational decisions 
rely on plain language and common understanding (Watson, 2003: 113). 
 
While based on opinion, the conversation is also quite balanced. This is particularly 
seen in, again, Rob Sitch’s summary and illustration of the arguments against Moore, 
before his rebuttal and counter-attack on them by pointing out the contradictions and 
flaws in much of the opposition to this film. On the other hand, Santo Cilauro’s 
comments make further positive comment on the film itself, through his words: “As if 
we haven’t seen the planes enough! We’ve had two years of it”, statements generally 
unheard of in the mainstream media at the time. By bringing opinion and information 
to the forum he acts as a virtual ‘opinion-leader’ (in the two-step flow model) for the 
other members of ‘the panel’ and the audience (Ward, 1995). Cilauro’s de facto status 
as an ‘opinion leader’ here is further demonstrated in the way Tom, Glenn and Kate 
all prompt him for information about the film, and his opinion of it. By accurately 
reflecting the film’s presence in public interest, the show is also proving itself a 
reflection of the public sphere and the ‘rational-critical’ debate which occurs at what 
Fiske (1989b; 1989a) would call the micro level of politics.  
 
In an interesting response about his beliefs over the film’s success, Tom Gleisner 
draws an excellent analogy between Farenheit 9/11 and The Panel to explain why the 
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show is successful in relation to most news programs: “I think it’s the entertainment 
factor, it’s not a dry recounting of the facts”. Similarly, the presence of opinion in 
everyday language and discussion would have a far lesser chance of becoming 
confusing or boring, unlike the ‘official’, foreign, abstract and highly formulaic world 
of ‘old’ journalism (Katz, 1992; Lewis, 1991: 151-157). If it could be argued then that 
the language of The Panel is ‘alive’ because it is unplanned and therefore ‘natural’, 
then there is an even greater potential for the revelation of “truth” because of the 
common understanding which only natural language can create (Watson, 2003: 5). 
 
While a conversation regarding politics and dishonesty continues for some minutes 
after the discusison of Fahrenheit 9/11, Rob Sitch draws a final analogy, saying that 
the subtle lies of politicians are like those of Homer Simpson trying to fool his wife 
Marge. Here, using a broadly-popular show such as The Simpsons as a way of making 
political comment is another strong example of this show’s ability to make these 
traditionally uninteresting topics comprehensible. In the next segment of this episode 
of The Panel, this same technique is used again when the conversation returns back to 
Iraq, and with that, the number of countries participating in the USA-lead ‘Coalition 
of the Willing’. After Glenn Robbins playfully reveals the actual number of countries 
in this coalition (49), the panellists once again engage in a highly critical debate, as 
they put this number in doubt, by questioning the contributions made by those 49 
countries with humour. Phrases such as: “Ohhh, Honduras”, and: “One of them sent a 
packed lunch”, clearly demonstrate that The Panel  does not ‘buy-into’ the concept 
that that Iraq was invaded by a worldwide military force – a question ‘old’ news may 
not engage with. 
 
 
Understanding Personalisation 
The Panel, while it is a hybrid, clearly borrows from the talk-show genre in its format: 
“Talk-shows gave ordinary people a public forum to talk back – a forum which had 
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previously been unavailable – and, importantly, put ordinary people and their 
experiences at the centre of the show” (Roscoe, 2001: 11). This concept has been put 
into practice on The Panel on several occasions when a guest or item covered on this 
program has provided a voice marginalised in the conventional news media 
environment. By not conforming to the rigid genre of either tabloid or broadsheet 
news this program can act to catch the issues and topics which fall between the gaps 
left by conventional news values (timeliness and proximity most notably). Over the 
years, The Panel has featured guests ranging from federal treasurer Peter Costello, to 
more recently Hollywood film star Matt Damon (who, ironically, talked mainly about 
the political situation in his country) (The Panel, 2004c).  
 
The following analysis of a single segment (The Panel, 2004b), is noteworthy for its 
use of alternative personalities and because it further demonstrates many of the 
powerful techniques listed thus far in this thesis. These include personalisation, 
discussion, debate and opinion. Andrew Wilkie, here a guest of the program, rose to 
prominence in early 2003 when he stood down from the Australian Securities and 
Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) and its Office of National Assessments (ONA) 
because of what he saw as dishonest practices amongst Australian officials in relation 
to a pre-emptive strike on Iraq over weapons of mass destruction. Later vilified by the 
government and described as “an increasingly hysterical malcontent” by Foreign 
Minister Alexander Downer, the segment analysed here covers this background, 
giving Wilkie “a public forum to talk back” to the powerful players who maligned 
him (Roscoe, 2001: 11). Like the previous episode, it also came in the lead-up to the 
federal election where Iraq was an issue of major concern, and at a time when there 
were once again serious questions over Prime Minister John Howard’s honesty in the 
“children overboard” affair. At this 2004 election, Wilkie was also running as a 
Greens candidate directly against John Howard in the Sydney seat of Bennelong. 
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The significance of the discussion in this segment (also transcribed in Appendix 1) 
lies in the way personalisation can subvert traditional power relationships of TV news 
access. As Andrew Wilkie mentioned in his time on the show, his access to the media 
was dramatically reduced after he made his claims, and his own reputation was called 
into question by the government. Here he is given a media platform for speaking out 
against a group that attempted to silence him in the media. Not only is his presence on 
the show significant because of this opportunity, but also because of what he 
discusses. He presents his opinion that the government should claim responsibility for 
its actions, makes quite significant claims of illegal activity within a government 
agency, and illustrates how the government contradicted itself in relation to his work 
in the ONA. Underscoring this conversation is the looming federal election, which, if 
anything, heightens the importance of its content. Rob Sitch even uses this 
conversation to underline the importance of the election itself and the opportunity for 
protest it represents to the Australian people: “You can be sacked, fired, dismissed, 
held to account, go to court. The court… all of that rolled into one is the election 
every three years.” 
 
This excerpt also reaffirms the statements made earlier in this chapter discussing the 
ways in which the show is conducted with a sense of playful self-disrespect (“Mind 
you, [mental instability] qualifies you to appear on The Panel”) and uses opinion and 
humour to make political comment: “And that’s unlike this government too…”. Santo 
Cilauro also aids in the comprehension of a complex political issue when he uses the 
analogy of banks and rogue traders to compare them to the government and the 
mistakes made by the intelligence community. By giving access to a voice muted by 
powerful players in political news roles – public relations managers, for example – the 
potential for political debate to occur turns from possibility into reality due to 
personalisation. And, as the public sphere is founded and reliant upon debate, the 
democratising potential of the show can therefore not be underestimated. A 
functioning public sphere requires a strong and broad media environment which can 
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only exist because of these alternative viewpoints and voices to the powerful, not in 
spite of them. 
 
 
The Panel as (‘New’) News 
Winch (1997: 21) believes that a simple distinction between tabloid and traditional 
journalism is that tabloid news provides what people (the market) want to know, not 
what they need to know. The Panel is different because it helps its audience 
understand what it needs to know. In fact, by including wants (the popular) and needs 
(the ‘political’), this program and other ‘new’ news texts are arguably more powerful 
to politically sceptical audiences than either tabloid or ‘broadsheet’ journalism. As 
was seen in the example involving Andrew Wilkie, it may even help to explain what 
information (which may not have been covered in the traditional news) is vital to 
democracy and political empowerment. This is performed in a simple format which is 
not condescending to its audience; a feeling which traditional TV news often creates 
in its younger viewers through the use of sophisticated and ‘official’ language (Evans 
and Sternberg, 2000). The Panel avoids this pitfall by relying on a vastly differing set 
of news values in the selection of which issues to discuss:  
 
TOM GLEISNER: And its so much more informative than more conventional 
ways. I remember during the debate on whether Australia should go to war in 
Iraq, all the very self-important people come out and say, “I’m going to make a 
speech about this in the house toady.” Don’t make a speech… let’s just have a 
chat about it, talk about it. I am going to learn so much more in the ebb and flow 
of a conversation, informed or ill-informed than I ever will with you reading out 
a speech. 
 
Quite clear then are the reasons why the program is popular among the youth 
demographic (aside from it appearing on a ‘youth’ network), especially after 
Stephen Harrington  
The Panel: More than News, More than Jokes. 
48 
considering that youth are often the source of negativity or moral panic in traditional 
news formats favoured by older generations (Sternberg, 2002; Katz, 1992; Lumby, 
2002; Sternberg, 1998: 101). Hartley (1992b) even suggests that the term youth 
transgresses many binary oppositions itself (e.g. child and adult), so perhaps an 
awkwardly situated demographic can more easily relate to a program that sits uneasily 
between genres. In fact, even Rob Sitch and Tom Gleisner (2004) believe that this 
difficulty in defining and categorising The Panel explains some of the popularity the 
show has with younger audiences in some ways. This will be explored in the next 
chapter with specific reference to the opinions of those participating in audience 
analysis.  
 
Again, though The Panel is entertaining, this is not the show’s only focus. As the 
following statements crucially suggest, humour is simply a part of most everyday 
conversations. Given that this show is based in ‘normal’ conversation, humour seems 
an inevitable by-product: 
  
ROB SITCH: I think humour makes most conversations much more palatable.  
 
TOM GLEISNER: The Panel is not five stand-up comedians doing a routine, it 
is about conversation, and then if an interesting or clever observation flows out 
of that… great. 
 
While the Ten Network runs an hour-long 5pm news bulletin, an hour prior to and 
half-an-hour longer than other commercial networks, it does not broadcast what could 
be termed a traditional prime time ‘current affairs’ program (although it does screen 
Meet the Press on Sunday mornings). This is a likely recognition that Ten must 
present news and information in new and more interesting ways in order to maintain 
interest in its core audience (Stockbridge, 2000: 199). As further illustration, the 
network has toyed with  programs similar to The Panel in previous years (e.g. Good 
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News Week) which fit into the Ten model of aggressive counter-programming (Green, 
2001), that is, giving people alternatives to the lacklustre mainstream TV news. This 
is potentially the best way of describing The Panel: an alternative, informative show 
which, by opening the once closed news discourse and allowing alternative voices and 
rational-critical debate, strengthens the public sphere and the necessary democratic 
processes to become an informed citizen. 
 
As this chapter has exemplified, opening-up issues which are elsewhere presented 
with authority is central to the significance of The Panel as a contributor to the public 
sphere, as too is the way everyday people are often placed at the centre of the show. 
While it could be argued that talkback radio offers a similar function with a far more 
open forum, hegemony, authority and control, which have been discussed previously, 
regularly override any possibility of equal and constructive debate in talkback radio, 
therefore giving only an “illusion of open access” (O'Sullivan, 2001). Though the 
presence of such debate on television which discusses these perhaps once neglected 
issues openly (without deference to an economic agenda) is a rare and exciting 
prospect (Shattuc, 1997), some personal anecdotes and issues raised on The Panel 
may seem questionable as to their importance in everyday life or the public sphere. 
This can, however, be rebutted by the following situation. 
 
In 2003 when she breast-fed her baby son live on the program, regular panellist Kate 
Langbroek demonstrated the argument towards personalisation as a means of 
highlighting larger and more serious issues. The Australian public’s reaction to the 
feeding, which was predominantly surprise or delight (McCabe, 2003), ensured that 
broader issues of mothers having to hide their babies’ natural feeding habits were 
once again brought to the forefront of public consciousness (see Dasey, 2003; also 
Herde and Devai, 2003), and demonstrated the argument that there is increasingly 
little relevance in distinguishing between the public and private issues. Here the 
questions over the importance of private issues or anecdotes may be dispelled. 
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The Public Sphere Revisited 
 
Finally, lest we should succumb to the myth of news as simply providing 
‘information’ and therefore conclude that all this attention to formats is 
misplaced, we need only to acknowledge that 'knowledge is no longer a gift 
carefully wrapped by experts' but is 'the stake in a continual contest of 
positions'. News can and must respond by providing presentational arenas in 
which discursive positions are enabled ... (Cottle, 2001). 
 
From this outline of The Panel we can perhaps begin to see how the show is an 
example of ‘new’ news by breaking from genre conventions and harnessing both the 
positive aspects of tabloid and broadsheet news. It successfully couples personal 
perspectives, the power of comedy, and what Rob Sitch (Gleisner and Sitch, 2004) 
calls the “democracy of conversation”.  
 
ROB SITCH: There’s another funny other thing in conversation, that is, the 
democracy of conversation, is the disconnect [sic] between what is the headline 
and the news stories, and what people actually talk about. We’re fascinated by 
that continually. In the early days we’d occasionally have a meeting just to cover 
what sort of topics we might raise in the first segment, and not raise them. 
Because, again, when we were being official in [the boardroom] we’d go, “Oh 
well, the GST’s…”, when in fact the democracy out there had decided, “That’s 
on the front page of the newspaper, but it’s not what I am talking about.” And 
there’s a difference. 
 
More basically, the show could be described as presenting information in an 
entertaining format. This shows that the program really does exist in the grey area 
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theorised by Winch (1997: 14) where the spheres of entertainment and information 
intersect to create the most exciting forms of journalistic practice, and to perhaps 
create a modern mediatised public space where ‘rational-critical’ debate can occur 
with everyday language. As Harry Shearer points out, the show can also act as a form 
of analysis for the already high news output. 
 
HARRY SHEARER: And in a way… we’re sort of consumer representatives 
talking back to the machine that creates this stuff. Almost as a surrogate for 
people in the audience who would ordinarily be left to just yell at their TVs in a 
kind of impotent rage… 
 
The show is also ‘like’ everyday social discussion, as the members of ‘the panel’ do 
not address cameras, nor do they address their live studio audience. Rather, The Panel 
is constructed to produce unplanned conversation which has the heightened ability to 
gain access to voices of significance in order to gain a better understanding of the 
topic. Again, it is like a news program, not because it has a similar format, but 
because it is able to provide its audience with an understanding of the issues which are 
discussed, and can therefore strengthen and democratise the public sphere. 
 
 
Conclusion: More than Jokes 
In transgressing the split between tabloid and broadsheet journalism, The Panel 
manages to use the essence of the everyday public sphere – conversation – to enhance 
this space. It also exists as a site for personalisation, access and debate which 
democratises Australian TV news, especially for younger people of this country. It 
provides for its viewers “a neutral zone where access to relevant information affecting 
the public good is widely available” (Curran, 1996: 83); which is part of a very cogent 
definition of the public sphere. In performing a function which is at the centre of the 
public sphere – televising rational-critical debate (Crigler and Jensen, 1991; 
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Habermas, 1989) – this program has become a valuable addition to the news media 
environment, not simply a side-show to the real thing.   
 
However, while these arguments regarding The Panel’s democratising potential 
appear to carry much weight, the extent to which they are reflected in audience 
responses to the program remains untested. It is important to note that the panellists 
on the program are, if anything, closer in age to those who would be least likely to 
actually watch it (older audiences). The ongoing popularity of the show amongst 
younger audiences with this apparent contradiction could be understood by the idea 
explained above that the panellists never make themselves appear more 
knowledgeable on issues or subjects than a typical citizen. If ‘the panel’ were to 
appear completely ignorant of the world, the audience would perhaps question their 
position as ‘smart people’, and the democratising and educational nature of the show 
would be seriously diminished. At the same time, should they make pretensions 
towards being all-knowing and all-understanding, the audience might find them ‘smug 
elites’ in the same way many people see conventional journalists. If there is a serious 
rift between the ‘old’ news’ and younger audiences because of this pretension towards 
knowledge, then its abandonment here may be another way in which the show is able 
to identify with and allow its audience to relate to it far better than some news texts. 
 
The most noteworthy criticism which has been laid against this program, and 
therefore the most likely counter-argument to this thesis is that the show only 
represents the views and opinions of a very small number of people who therefore 
embody a very narrow cross-section of the community. That four of the five regular 
panellists appear to be white males who live in Melbourne (Cilauro, an Italian-
Australian being the only true exception), and the rare presence of more than one 
white female panellist exemplifies of this supposed lack of representativeness, 
perhaps allowing it to suffer from the same criticisms plaguing Habermas’ theory of 
the public sphere (that it was not a true ‘public’ forum, as covered in chapter one). 
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However, as Working Dog’s Michael Hirsh (2004) mentions in the quote below, The 
Panel does not make attempts for diversity on the show: 
 
MICHAEL HIRSH: Look, the only thing we haven’t quite nailed yet is the proportion 
of men to women… we haven’t gone, “Let’s get more women because that represents 
the audience,” or whatever, we haven’t actually calculated it because the first premise 
is,  “Let’s do the best possible show that we can, who is the best panel for this week?”  
 
While there has been no endeavour to diversify its televised discussion, the power of 
The Panel lies not in what backgrounds and experiences the group represent, but in 
what occurs between this group during the show. In other words, the content and 
construction of the show is more significant to the public sphere than the ethnic origin 
and gender of who is generating it. Furthermore, as discussed by Dahlgren (1995: 18) 
it is almost certain that the public sphere is greater than the literal representations 
which can be seen in the media. So while The Panel may not be an entirely accurate 
representation of this country’s diversity, the more important question surrounds the 
show’s ability to actively encourage debate not between five people in a Ten Network 
Melbourne studio, but between everyday people at the socio-cultural level (where 
diversity is inevitable). At this social level, debate is far more open, and far more 
diverse. Therefore, the potential of the show in relation to the public sphere rests on 
its ability to foster debate in non-mediatised public space, which is explored in the 
following chapter. 
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Chapter 3 
  
 
 
Mediatised Social Lubrication: Watching  
The Panel 
 
 
 
It is more important in a democracy to stimulate people into making national 
and international events matter in their everyday lives than it is to teach them 
about the "truth" of those events (Fiske, 1989a: 196-197). 
 
Introduction 
The previous chapter of this thesis analysed The Panel textually and examined the 
ways in which it functions as a discreet text, offering its audience a window through 
which to view a personal form of news and rational-critical debate. This final chapter 
deals with audience reception and interpretations of The Panel. Though a textual 
analysis of the program has already been undertaken, a study of the actual responses 
and readings of audiences furthers the analysis from that of post-reception guesswork 
and assumptions (McKee, 2003: 15). Audience analysis is a significant part in a 
complete investigation into a program, especially when dealing with questions 
surrounding the everyday conversation which it may or may not encourage. The 
foundation of this analysis is focus group research, conducted in order to better 
understand the way typical viewers disseminate The Panel in an everyday setting.  
 
The evidence from the focus groups presented in this chapter provides further support 
for this study’s argument that The Panel is highly valuable to the public sphere by 
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stimulating everyday conversation and assisting the social debate process. This could 
be described as a process of lubrication, where the show increases the possibility of 
free-flowing debate. This stimulation occurs by providing alternative viewpoints 
compared to the objective and neutral positions of other news programs, thus allowing 
a greater spectrum of opinions to circulate amongst its audience. Opinions, challenges 
to objectivity, and entertainment, however, do not mean that the show is not a news 
program. As this chapter will argue, questions surrounding how The Panel might be 
defined generically actually help to reinvigorate the public sphere, something which 
news has traditionally sought to serve. Because of The Panel’s style, format 
(hybridity) and the way it distances itself from the negative connotations attached to 
most television news texts – explored in the previous chapter – it can appear not to be 
news, yet play an equally powerful role in relation to the public sphere and 
democracy.  
 
 
Method 
The audience research for this study consisted of three focus group interviews with 
people aged between 21 and 29 (N=13, F=6, M=7) in two groups of four and one 
group of five. All 13 individuals fit into the Ten Network’s core demographic 
(Stockbridge, 2000; Green, 2001), and were recruited via friend or family networks 
utilising the “snowball” technique (Schrøder et al., 2003: 151). In each case there was 
an elected group leader, who was asked to find three or four friends or family 
members willing to participate in the research. There were no participant selection 
criteria, but simply an overall desire to have a balance of males and females, as well 
as a mix of age, educational and employment levels and cultural backgrounds. Each of 
the people recruited were then informed of the purpose of the study, what would take 
place, and were asked to sign a consent form for their participation. Importantly, the 
focus groups were conducted in the private homes of one or more participant from 
each group, to therefore ensure both a comfortable environment, and accurately re-
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create a typical viewing setting. This method follows recommendations by Mackay 
(1993: 36) who points out that the researcher should be the only foreign element in the 
study, and that all participants should be made to feel comfortable and relaxed with 
both each other and with the setting. 
 
In the course of the focus group sessions, participants watched the first of The Panel 
episodes analysed in the previous chapter (The Panel, 2004a), which was chosen to 
provide a more distinguishable link between the two analyses. While watching the 
program, significant or noteworthy behaviour among the participants (heated 
discussion or lack of interest, for example) was observed and recorded, and once the 
episode had finished, each group was then asked a series of questions (see appendix 2 
for copy of questions). These related to their overall enjoyment of The Panel, their 
understanding of the show as a potential news or informational program, the 
possibility of that stimulus to boost social awareness and interaction, and to explore 
their recall of the show’s content. These discussions were audiotaped and later 
transcribed for analysis in this chapter. Where excerpts appear with double-spaces 
separating quotes, the statements in question did either not occur together or did not 
occur within the same group. Where they are single-spaced this is to signify that the 
quoted material came in sequence (i.e. was a discussion) from one focus group. 
 
All three focus group sessions were conducted within a six-day period (in late July 
and early August 2004) so as to allow for only a single episode of The Panel to be 
used while still maintaining its currency and relevance, and to therefore result in more 
comparable responses between all three groups. As already indicated in the previous 
chapter, the episode shown – aired on 21 July 2004 – featured typical conversations 
and topics raised on the show, as well as the core group of ‘panellists’: Glenn 
Robbins, Rob Sitch, Tom Gleisner, Kate Langbroek and Santo Cilauro. This focus 
group methodology was carefully chosen because of its ability to gauge the accuracy 
of theories regarding the public sphere asserted in this thesis, and also to importantly 
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recreate the discussion which viewers of the program experience (Buckingham, 1993: 
209). This method observes and records the dual process of both watching and 
discussing the program (activities typically occurring at different times), while not 
making the experience a foreign one to those involved. While Morgan (1997) points 
out that there is a general rule that focus groups be conducted using complete 
strangers, in this case it was not applicable to do so (again, see Mackay, 1993).  
 
Given that the study attempts to gauge the value of the program in relation to the 
public sphere, it is clearly necessary to replicate the physical ‘social sphere’ of 
interaction and the typical way in which the show is watched. To do otherwise may be 
to rely on the ability of strangers to talk freely about the subject matter when there are 
traceable issues of differing cultural capital at play (which becomes evident later in 
this chapter to some degree). While not ideal, this method of recruitment is often 
relied upon in academia usually due to financial constraints (Schrøder et al., 2003: 
162). The responses produced in this study come from only a small pool of 
participants and no attempt was made to develop a representative sample of the 
community. Such a sample would be pointless, given that the show has specific 
appeal, and also because social networks of discussion are very rarely completely 
representative of the population’s diversity.  
 
 
Summary of Findings 
All groups, broadly speaking, read the show in terms that are consistent with this 
thesis’ hypothesis: namely, that The Panel’s status as a hybrid ‘new’ news program 
actually empowers audiences in terms of their ability to participate in the public 
sphere, albeit in differing ways. Though almost every participant enjoyed the program 
very much (only one participant did not like it at all), there was an equally broad 
struggle to define The Panel in a uniform manner, with audience discourses 
fluctuating between describing the program as entertaining, and describing it as highly 
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informative. While some studies have suggested that this hybridity (and therefore 
difficulty in describing the program within generic conventions) limits the ability for 
audiences to recognise and understand the television texts they are watching 
(O'Shaughnessy, 1990: 98), this study suggests it is The Panel’s hybrid nature – its 
refusal to be contained within audience discourse as either ‘news’ or ‘entertainment’, 
‘tabloid’ or ‘broadsheet’ – that gives the show its power in the postmodern public 
sphere. It empowers its audience because it uses an entertaining format, and therefore 
places itself outside ‘old’ news paradigms, while at the same time providing 
informative content. This is where the power of popularity lies, in the ability to make 
a program both engaging and informative, combining “meaning and pleasure”, 
“therefore increasing the chances it will be actively watched” (Sternberg, 1995: 43). 
 
As the following analysis demonstrates, the balance of entertainment and informative 
content results in The Panel, for some, becoming a link between the mediatised and 
literal public spheres, or the ‘macro’ and ‘micro’ levels of politics (Fiske, 1989b; 
1989a). That is, The Panel links everyday personal discourse and more elitist political 
knowledges (Livingstone and Lunt, 1994: 101), therefore empowering its younger 
audience to a greater degree than more traditional news formats. This link’s 
importance is raised by Buckingham (2000: 34), who points out that it is a “central 
educational issue”, to link macro and micro politics. 
 
While the evidence presented here certainly provides strong support for this study’s 
argument, the support is not unproblematic, and can be negotiated through 
demographic factors such as age, gender, cultural capital (e.g. employment category 
or level of education). The younger participants of the study (generally under 24) 
appeared to place less importance on issues of trust and authority and the apparent 
lack thereof on The Panel. This is in contrast to older participants (most over age 26), 
some of whom felt these two things were important qualities in a news sources. It also 
appears that being female and being in a position of low cultural capital increases the 
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chances that the show will be read in terms of it being a potential news source and not 
simply entertainment. Overall, the groups all signified their enjoyment of the show as 
well as their general cynicism towards commercial news and current affairs programs, 
or, more specifically, the format of these shows which they found boring. Only a 
couple of participants claimed to be diligent followers of traditional news, while most 
participants in the younger two groups signified their distaste for trivial news, as well 
as a lack of trust and identification with most journalism. This finding is consistent 
with previous studies examining young people as audiences for news and current 
affairs (Buckingham, 2000; Evans and Sternberg, 2000) reaffirming that the distaste 
for journalism and its output is quite a significant trait among this age group.  
 
 
The Panel as Hybrid ‘New’ News 
As stated above, participants struggled to describe or define the show generically, 
though generally their responses fluctuated between describing it as entertainment or 
as an informational (news) program: 
 
ADAM: Yeah, not like a light-hearted news, but like a more already filtered 
news so you can get down and actually talk about what you mean, what you 
think, and talk about it properly as you would with friends because it already 
seems friendly. 
 
 
TRENT: …You get sort of a weekly wrap-up. Like if you had been away, and 
you hadn’t known anything about the news you could watch The Panel and get a 
sort of weekly wrap-up of what has been going on. The interesting topics, the 
ones people have been talking about. 
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TYRONE: It’s… like an extra bit to the news. 
 
This difficulty in describing and defining the program in basic terms of news or 
entertainment suggests that it may actually be neither of these things. As has been 
argued in this study, The Panel may be a hybrid ‘new’ news program occupying an 
ambiguous ‘third space’ between television news and entertainment. In Adam’s 
response, talking about filtration, we see his opinion supporting arguments made in 
the previous chapter; namely, that the program is indicative of rational-critical debate 
because those on the show are news consumers, not news producers. Below, Adam 
quite explicitly describes the space The Panel occupies, albeit seemingly unaware of 
its potential in the public sphere, while Mandy attempts to make her own assertions on 
the show’s genre and format: 
 
ADAM: It seems like the middle-ground as well, ‘cos you’ve got the news on 
one end, and stuff like Comedy Inc. impressing you with satire and that, which 
hammer, basically, what has been on the news. And then you’ve got The Panel 
in the middle. 
 
 
MANDY: It’s the Triple J version of Sunrise… you know, the slightly different 
version, you know you’ve got more people, a different kind of perspective: an 
alternative perspective. 
 
Adam’s suggestion here that the show is not something which “hammers” news topics 
through satire conflicts heavily with the suggestions made by various industry 
professionals at Seven and Nine about The Panel after its High Court win in 2004 
(O'Loughlin, 2004; Ross, 2004). Mandy’s statement that the show is a “Triple J 
version of Sunrise” suggests that she can see elements of news and entertainment, 
both of which are features of Seven’s popular morning variety show. This news and 
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entertainment are, however, captured in an alternative to this type of mainstream 
program, offering something in the mould of the ABC’s national youth radio 
broadcaster. Given that Triple J itself was set up to fill a gap in the radio marketplace 
for youth and alternative music, The Panel may therefore also be offering something 
which does not occur elsewhere in Australia’s media environment, in the mind of this 
viewer at least. Like Triple J, The Panel can be identified in an ‘alternative’ 
framework, here supported by Tyrone:  
 
TYRONE: I was going to say I think it’s good because it shows you like a 
different side of the news… which made it interesting. Like they don’t just show 
the regular stuff. 
 
This statement, discussing the “different side to the news”, is something some 
participants struggled to deal with and articulate. In one discussion, it was not until 
one member of a group pointed out what she gained from the program that people 
even began to realise that the program informed them in a different way, not just 
made them laugh. The following exchange perhaps suggests that the most obvious 
part of the show – entertainment – is not the only thing that the program contains, 
therefore making a definition of the genre quite difficult: 
 
SUSIE: …I’d never sort of sit down and get my information or news from The 
Panel. 
 
EVE: Oh, I do. Well, sometimes I do, because I don’t watch the actual news 
because I think it is so boring. And so sometimes it’s nice to have a program like 
The Panel where you can watch it, and you don’t really have to pay that much 
attention, you know, they laugh about it, and you kind of do get the news stories 
out of it as well. 
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MANDY: Yeah, true, the news, like, you do actually get the point of the story, 
but [with The Panel] you do get it in a different perspective, rather than just, 
“People are dying!” Or, “The world is coming to an end!” 
 
SUSIE: Yeah. 
 
This initial perceived lack of information does not necessarily hinder The Panel’s 
value in relation to the public sphere. Indeed, by bringing an audience to a news 
program without their awareness of its benefits does not make its content any less 
informative. As argued in the research of Buckingham (2000), Katz (1992) and Evans 
and Sternberg (2000), for example, a series of factors including cultural snobbishness, 
authoritarian ideology and unexciting formats are all reasons for young people’s 
dislike and fractured relationship with traditional news and current affairs. By not 
being “the actual news” the show can attract this marginalised group. Therefore, 
providing information or news without the audience’s direct knowledge is a powerful 
method of informing, creating inclusion for those such as Eve (22), whose distain for 
the news genre is arguably typical of many her age. As seen below, Eve dislikes news 
for its inability to make her smile, or at the very least, interested in what it has to say, 
despite the fact that she is a university student, a characteristic some would assume 
should make her more interested in world events. Although it could be argued that 
making people smile is the sole domain of entertainment programming, a fundamental 
‘element’ or duty of journalism cited by Kovach and Rosenstiel (2001: 13) is “to 
make the significant interesting and relevant”: 
 
EVE: I was saying, I don’t call [The Panel] news because… when someone 
says the word ‘news’ to me, you think, “(Sigh) that’s boring”. Well, to me it 
does because you’ve grown up with 6 o’clock news that’s so serious, and you 
have to sit there, and you never smile through it unless it’s some cute little story 
about a dog that’s been found … Yeah, so you can’t call The Panel news 
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because it’s not sitting there being all serious. I would call it, like, an 
entertaining, informative program, or discussion. 
 
What is very interesting about this response is that Eve calls the program informative, 
yet she did not describe The Panel as news, perhaps because it does not conform to 
the characteristics of ‘old’ news. The other important factor in this response is the 
expressed disappointment at a lack of entertainment in typical prime time news 
bulletins. In these programs, Eve asserts, there is only an element of entertainment to 
make her smile when “cute” (trivial) stories are covered. This is where, in Eve’s mind 
at least, The Panel is able to succeed: by making her smile, though not through the use 
of trivial issues. As discussed in the previous chapter, The Panel does use humorous 
content, yet this can still make significant contributions to the knowledge of viewers 
by making otherwise boring or obscure knowledge interesting. Smiling and the 
presentation of more ‘serious news’ then, are not always mutually exclusive, 
supporting arguments about the democratising potential of ‘new’ news (Katz, 1992; 
Lumby, 1999b; Sternberg, 1995). 
 
Given this response regarding the boring format of conventional news and current 
affairs, it seems beneficial that The Panel remain ambiguous in relation to genre then. 
If the show was set up as news and featured serious discussions of international trade 
policy, for instance, many of the people involved in this study may not have had any 
motivation to watch the show. This furthers the argument that by making news 
popular and interesting, the potential for a widening knowledge gap between citizens 
is reduced (Sternberg, 1995: 47). Moreover, participants agreed that it was this hybrid 
structure (and the multiple viewpoints in it) that gave The Panel its power as a 
stimulus for discussing issues in a way which may be argued to assist the effective 
operation of the public sphere. This hybridity (or ‘new’ news status) was identified 
over three key areas: 
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• Perspective and Opinion 
• News Values 
• Entertainment 
 
Generally, these features can be summarised in terms of The Panel being both 
empowering, and unlike like ‘old’ news. As a ‘new’ news hybrid, the power of the 
show is not in its ability to assimilate to the “culture it inhabits”, but in making 
“something new” of it (Turner, 1994: 125). Perhaps the “plural sense-making” which 
Dahlgren (1988) discusses in relation to news viewing is, in this incarnation, even 
more pluralistic for The Panel’s ‘transgressive’ nature. That is, by being extremely 
difficult to define and categorise, the show can be made sense of in many different 
ways in many different cultures. By implication, this may mean that the show can 
have a very broad appeal, yet can be adapted to the different sub-groups within the 
audience. These questions will be more closely examined in the remainder of this 
chapter, and discussed in relation to the way each of these differences strengthen the 
program and its audience in the public sphere. 
 
 
Perspective and Opinion 
 
The news media should provide coherent frameworks to help citizens 
comprehend the complex political universe… [they] should serve as 
common carriers of the perspectives of the varied groups in society; they 
should be, in the words of Herbert Gans, “multiperspectival.” (Schudson, 
1998: 30-31) 
 
 
LAURA: And I like the fact that, umm, like you can pick up people’s opinions 
as well, because I’m not one of those people who has really strong opinions. 
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One of the key features of The Panel is the fact that its discursive format allows for a 
variety of opinions (in some cases five vastly differing ones) on one topic, and 
provides access to conversation which the participants in this study, and political 
theorists alike, find so important. “Rational-critical debate” (not neutral factualism) is 
what Habermas (1989: 117) himself cites as an important feature of the public sphere, 
of which news is the supposed foundation (Crigler and Jensen, 1991: 190-191; Fiske, 
1987: 281; Gripsrud, 1999: 37). The Panel is, in a sense, providing the social 
lubrication which not only facilitates discussion in the public sphere, but to some 
extent also reflects that discussion on what are the more topical and perhaps 
significant issues of the week: 
 
ADAM: To me The Panel is if we sat around and watched the news we’d be our 
own version of The Panel now… 
 
As Rob Sitch (2004) illustrates in the previous chapter, ‘the panel’ does not decide on 
what is interesting or significant to the public (audience), but rather the public sphere 
decides upon what is discussed on the program. It is based not on traditional 
definitions of importance and newsworthiness, but on what people feel is significant 
to them in their everyday lives. Trent had alluded to this reflection in his earlier 
response, saying that the show covers the topics “people have been talking about”. 
And the multiplicity of opinions is what gives the program its power to stimulate 
discussion and micro-social interaction, and is a demonstration and potential 
affirmation of Fiske’s (1989a: 197) desire for news with a greater number of voices, 
degrees of openness and points of view. 
 
JAMES: I think that The Panel, it’s good, and it would be more likely to bring 
up a topic of conversation, if you had seen it on there, and especially if someone 
agrees with you, if the majority of those people agree with you, you’re going to 
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be like, “Yeah, they’re on my side, I’m going to bring this conversation up with 
a bit of backing”. 
 
 
EVE: … Your friend, or whatever, you might know they totally disagree with 
you on the same topic like politics, but then if you watch The Panel a couple of 
[panellists] might agree with you and a couple of them might agree with your 
friend. But then you’ve got backup sort of thing, and you can talk about it more 
easily. 
 
What this demonstrates is not just The Panel’s ability to raise issues relevant to the 
public, but in discussing them, it can also serve to strengthen people’s authority on 
matters of public interest. Some respondents even cited journalism’s neutrality as a 
downfall because it left them feeling as though the opinion they had formed out of 
certain stories, with only bare over-filtered facts, may have been a ‘bad’ one, therefore 
making them less likely to enter a conversation with that opinion. Due to its openness 
and variation of opinions, The Panel can furnish people in everyday life with media-
induced confidence to assert their own thoughts on issues. In fact this ability was so 
overwhelming and immediate in one focus group that the sound of the television was, 
on several occasions, drowned out by the sound of the group discussing topics as they 
were raised by the show. Though not to this same degree, other groups also 
experienced this with regular discussion (even heated debate) occurring during ad 
breaks. This form of social interaction sparked from the show was claimed by several 
people quite explicitly to be a good source of both information and debate for this age 
group, supporting the theory in the previous chapter that shows such as The Panel are 
a move back towards a more traditional rhetorical culture of simple language: 
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MANDY: It’s almost like a dinner-table discussion, you know? Or with a group 
of mates and stuff, you start talking about something, or you know about it, and 
you just continue discussing it. 
 
SUSIE: But I think that’s how we relate to it, ‘cos it’s so casual, and that’s what 
our generation is about. 
 
INTERVIEWER: Do you think that dinner with friends and the discussion you 
might have there is a valuable way to hear about issues and find out other 
people’s opinions? 
 
MANDY: Oh, for sure, yep. I think it’s really important. 
 
Social interaction is, therefore, a significant part of the information culture for these 
participants, and its representation in this program then creates a level of identification 
which assists in the program’s popularity with this demographic. That Susie even 
suggests that this casual discussion is what her generation “is about”, can further 
explain the show’s popularity: 
 
LAURA: I think it appeals to people our age, you know, being able to sit around 
with mates and watch a show like that where you can have a few laughs. 
 
By creating a “bond of familiarity” which Carpignano et al. (1993: 108) feel is a 
significant strength of the talk-show genre, ‘the panel’ can better ‘speak to’ the 
generation most news sources have apparently abandoned (Katz, 1992; Buckingham, 
2000: 5). This bond is very important when other programs which have had their own 
take on youth news – The Times or Attitude for instance – have failed to connect 
closely with this demographic because of overt attempts to stylise their content, which 
has therefore made it clear that they were trying too hard for this audience (Sternberg, 
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2004: 359). In fact, Tom Gleisner (Gleisner and Sitch, 2004) has stated that The Panel 
makes no attempt to pitch itself to younger people, because it otherwise runs the risk 
of making this group feel that they are being deliberately targeted, therefore reducing 
the chances this same group would watch the show. 
 
Another positive element to The Panel identified by many participants in this study 
was its reduction in the potential for biased opinions by the inclusion and 
diversification of more of those opinions. This appears to work from the theory that 
by relying on more (in this case five) people to give you news and information, the 
likelihood that the information in question will be biased – or in the words of James, 
have “a slant” – will therefore be reduced through an overall balance. These opinions 
tie quite closely to earlier claims made in this thesis that young people, like members 
of The Panel, have a heightened sense of cynicism relating to news and current affairs 
(and its bias). As James’ final sentence in the following comment shows, he believes 
that news is, typically, “a biased thing that’s drilled at you”: 
 
JAMES: That’s why The Panel is good. [It’s] an easy going forum, where they 
discuss the issue… they put their little slant on it, but… they rebut each other or 
whatever if they disagree. And so it’s definitely not a biased thing that’s drilled 
at you from one perspective.  
 
While the people in the program who partake in this ‘easy going’ discussion could not 
be included in this same age demographic (although they certainly do appear to be 
‘youthful’), that these five people are partaking in conversation which emulates that of 
the everyday, is, again, a significant mediatised link between the public sphere and the 
private sphere. The Panel’s ability to enhance everyday participation in conversation 
is then more valuable to democracy and socio-political awareness than many 
television industry professionals, particularly those at rival commercial networks Nine 
and Seven, have suggested (McIlveen, 2000). A celebration of multiple perspectives 
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also quite evocatively points out that journalism’s own discourses of neutrality, 
objectivity and balance have, if anything, served to disenfranchise the youth 
demographic even further. Indeed, that participants disliked news’ use of these 
elements could prove Dahlgren (1992: 18) correct in his statement that the official 
discourses of journalism are a “confining skin”. The Panel instead uses what Katz 
(1992) suggests are the youthful hallmarks of emotion, perspective and entertainment. 
While emotion may seem incompatible with hard news reporting, like Katz (1992), 
critics such as Holland (2001) are beginning to suggest that the use of “journalism 
with a popular face” may constitute intriguing journalistic output, and create 
authenticity, something so lacking in the genre (Shearer, 2004). The Panel 
demonstrates that this theory works in practice also, as it can provide a site of interest 
and personalisation, as seen in the previous chapter with the example of Andrew 
Wilkie:  
 
SUSIE: It comes across unbiased, like when you are sitting there watching the 
news, it is just one person’s aspect. Whereas, with The Panel, you’ve got other 
people discussing it and putting forward their views, so it’s actually quite… 
 
MANDY: Yeah… It comes from different points of view, and different aspects 
of the news. 
 
As was discussed in chapter one, variations in stance, personalisation and the rise of 
the everyday person’s voice, though criticised by some (see Lumby, 1999b; 
Livingstone, 1996; Machin and Papatheoderou, 2002; Lumby and O'Neil, 1994), are 
here acknowledged as positive by those who actually watch The Panel. 
Personalisation is therefore vindicated as being not just a way of ‘duping’ or ‘sucking 
in’ viewers, but as a way of increasing the perspectives and openness of a genre 
traditionally closed off to the less-educated or less-‘important’. This consideration 
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was also raised by Erin, whose assertion about the program as a news show is again 
quite significant for its similarity to a workable definition of ‘new’ news: 
 
ERIN: I know, since moving here2
 
 I haven’t watched the news at all, and we 
don’t get a newspaper, so watching a show like that at least puts it in a bit of 
context that we can probably relate to better than some boring newsreader 
reading it on the screen, and like at least they put their perspectives in there and 
they show you excerpts. You know, its not like you’re getting the full story, but 
you’re still getting some news. 
If ‘new’ news, as discussed in chapter one, can be characterised by its ability to 
contextualise, entertain yet inform, and make what is traditionally boring information 
interesting, then according to Erin’s description of the show, The Panel falls directly 
into this category. While Erin has pointed out all of these factors in her summation of 
the show, she has also suggested that she does not watch “the news at all”. So, while 
she does not watch the ‘old’ news – presumably for the same reasons as most others 
her age – she does still get news and information from alternative sources such as this 
program. She acknowledges that “it’s not like you’re getting the full story”, yet this is 
unarguably far better than getting no news whatsoever. It is through opinions and 
perspectives that she gets her information, not via rigid journalistic discourse. This is 
the power of The Panel: it provides news to those who would otherwise have little 
interest in its conventional presentation, and in doing so gives its audience the power 
to take this information into everyday life to discuss and debate it, and, perhaps even 
more significantly, think about that information for longer than the apparently fleeting 
                                                 
2 Approximately three months prior to participating in the research, Erin had moved 
into a rental property shared with several other participants from the focus group. This 
is also where the session took place. 
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moments experienced by those who watch ‘old’ news (Dahlgren, 1988; 1995: 57; 
Sternberg, 2004: 341): 
 
ADAM: And if it sort of makes you laugh straight away, you can relate to it 
miles easier. Like if there was one news article on the main news that that 
newsreader said something stupid afterwards, that would be the one you’d 
remember. Even if the first headline was massive, you’re going to be, “Ha, can 
you believe he said that?!”, so it’s good the way they get people to remember it. 
 
Although it is beyond the scope of this study, if recall of topics discussed is higher for 
The Panel than most TV news sources, the use of comedy in news and current affairs 
may also have the potential for more than popularisation. If there is a practical issue 
such as recall involved in everyday debate with colleagues (as is seen in the example 
below), then being able to recall discussed items from memory is therefore vital to 
social debate. As Dahlgren (1995: 57) has stated: “people are better able to recall, 
comprehend and relate news stories to their own lives via talk with other people.” 
 
BRIAN: [The Panel is] pretty much like having a conversation with your 
friends at work. 
 
That Brian discusses The Panel as being much like a friendly conversation, taps into 
the way in which it replicates the discussion of the everyday, and also suggests that 
some older participant’s concerns over authority and  the potential ‘danger’ in giving 
everyday people a powerful voice in the media may be unfounded. That these same 
people did not call workmates and friends a similar danger again raises another 
commonly mentioned positive regarding the show; that it presented an ‘average’ 
person’s perspective. Whether the members of The Panel could be considered truly 
‘average’ is somewhat questionable. However, as mentioned in the previous chapter, 
Stephen Harrington  
The Panel: More than News, More than Jokes. 
72 
the fact that those on the program do not pretend to have deep and intimate knowledge 
of everything they discuss is very significant and highly democratising: 
 
ERIN: I like the way they don’t claim to know everything. He especially was 
saying, or someone was saying, “can you tell me about that? Because I don’t 
really know.” 
 
That ‘the panel’ did not pretend to know “everything” backs up the assertions raised 
in chapter two about the program’s everyday perspectives. That this was mentioned as 
a desirable trait signals that these same participants agree with some of the positive 
elements of tabloidism. This would include the often maligned element of 
personalisation, mentioned in chapter one, which here helps people to identify with 
issues, and would likely reduce the chance of those issues becoming abstract and 
irrelevant (Machin and Papatheoderou, 2002): 
 
ERIN: They show you the kind of behind the scenes things about all that 
news…  
 
INTERVIEWER: You mean a different perspective? 
 
ERIN: Yeah well it’s much more real isn’t it? It’s not like the things they 
present on the news aren’t true, but they’re someone’s opinions as well – an 
interpretation – which is kind of what The Panel is but in a much more 
interesting and maybe personal way as well, and relative to, particularly our age 
group. 
 
TYRONE: And sometimes they all have different opinions as well … Instead of 
all having the same ideas. 
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This conversation’s similarity to the arguments surrounding tabloidism (focusing on 
“interesting” or “personal” information) provides support for The Panel’s theorised 
ability to harness the positive aspects of tabloid news (e.g. personalisation and 
identification) for larger, and more significant political debates. It once again 
highlights the debate over authenticity in the program discussed in chapter two, which 
Erin’s comment (“much more real”) serves to suggest is a part of her enjoyment of the 
show. This also affirms the opinion that, in order to become more relevant to people’s 
lives, news should close some of the gap between it and more interesting and personal 
genres such as soap opera (Fiske, 1989a). Similarly, the argumentative nature of the 
show cited by Tyrone is a likely by-product of the unplanned nature of the discussion 
and mix of personal opinion. This provides what Fiske (1989a) argues is broadly more 
important for news and journalism: “Instead of promoting a final truth, then, [news] 
should provoke discussion (like soap opera) or disagreement (like sportscasting)”. 
Eliciting discussion is often lost on most news programs, which some participants saw 
as means for consensus, therefore limiting the potential for rational-critical debate: 
 
MANDY: Like four people might have watched the same news program … and 
you might all be saying the same thing. 
 
EVE: Exactly. 
 
MANDY: Whereas you might come in and go, “Yeah, but on The Panel they 
were talking about it, and they had a little bit more information and they reckon 
this is a big issue as well.” So I think that it gives you a little bit more. 
 
 
ADAM: I think that if you’re watching the news, everyone would pretty much 
agree with each other, but if it was like five people talking about it in a funny 
way, then you can start to have your own opinion about it because you don’t 
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think, “Well, because the news says then it, that’s right’… But with this you can 
say, “That’s terrible, that’s great”.  
 
 
News Value(s) 
The second major theme to come out of this research in relation to The Panel was that 
its use of varying news values did not detract from the program’s potential as a news 
source. Indeed, one consistent finding among all three groups was news’ ongoing 
tendency to leave the viewer feeling depressed and requiring an ‘antidote’ of sorts. 
Many participants cited this antidote to be shows such as The Panel which are able to 
lighten-up the issues presented. However, it is important to draw a distinction here 
between being light-hearted and trivialising the issues at hand. As was pointed out 
earlier in this chapter, Eve disliked the average 6 o’clock news bulletin because it only 
made her smile when trivial or “cute” issues were covered. In the following statement 
Eve does not associate The Panel with mainstream current affairs programs in this 
regard. What she is simply saying is that tabloidesqe appeals to pathos with triviality 
or a sense of self-importance are not a part of The Panel. 
 
EVE: And the funny thing about The Panel, you’re never going to hear like you 
do on Today Tonight ads, with Michelle Reikin, or whatever the bloody hell her 
name is, sitting there in the ads saying (adopts very serious tone), “We’re going 
to road-test breakfast cereals!” 
 
Though there may still be some contention in The Panel’s use of entertainment, a 
counter-argument could be that it does nothing worse from this perspective than some 
of the biggest and most popular current affairs programs in the country (Today 
Tonight or A Current Affair) (Turner, 2001). However, this thesis argues very strongly 
that The Panel does not trivialise the issues which it covers, mainly due to the fact that 
the show uses its format to make for entertaining TV, rather than necessarily trivial or 
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entertaining stories. In this way it successfully blends the elements of entertainment 
and serious news. And, as predicted, many participants said that this entertainment 
was the element which made them actually want to watch the show, and a lack of 
entertainment being their reason for disliking the news. 
 
ROB SITCH: I think that at 9:30, sometimes, I think people have the right not 
to watch Foreign Correspondent. 
 
So not only has the news disenfranchised the youth market by regularly demonising 
young people (Katz, 1992; Evans and Sternberg, 2000; Sternberg, 2002), but it 
appears to use news values so heavily weighted toward negativity that people are 
beginning to switch off for fear of permanent psychological disorder: 
 
LAURA: I would definitely choose to watch The Panel, and as you said3
 
 like 
I’d probably feel obliged to watch the news so I knew what was going on, but I 
enjoy having a laugh, and, quite frankly, the news is so depressing sometimes. 
You watch the news and every story is just … (mimes being overwhelmed). 
The Panel’s second important difference when compared with traditional news values 
is the lack of ‘timeliness’ in topic selection on the program. This occurs in two ways 
on The Panel: it often restates what many journalists assume to be public knowledge 
on a subject, and covers issues which may not necessarily have great appeal for 
television (the Andrew Wilkie example, for instance). The show also has the ability to 
explain, personalise and boost understanding of these complex “structures, forces or 
institutions” (Hartley, 1982: 78), something journalism is often unable to do because 
of limited time or space. This may both help to educate an audience and provide a 
                                                 
3 Laura made this statement after being asked whether she felt a civic responsibility to 
watch the news. 
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‘leg-up’ into the more complex world of ‘highbrow’ news. As Brian mentions, the 
show can provide context and background to news stories (in “laymen’s [sic] terms”) 
because it does not have the overarching need for timeliness, nor a strict limit of time 
itself:  
 
BRIAN: A lot of people don’t watch ABC, BBC or SBS news because they are 
simply not up to the level to watch that kind of news. They don’t understand the 
politics behind it, they don’t understand who Hamas is, they don’t understand 
British politics, they don’t understand how the UN works, you know? So, same 
with me, there are a lot of things I don’t understand, so I have to sit down and 
actually ask somebody or go online if I want to find out how it works. So on The 
Panel, they are more able to give it in laymen’s terms I think. 
 
Brian’s statement is quite indicative of news’ own ironic predicament. News and 
current affairs requires short deadlines and does not often allow itself to explain the 
background to a news item. So The Panel’s broader time-frame – it is only broadcast 
once a week– is quite positive for breaking this vicious circle, because it can take a 
retrospective look at the news as well as go to the effort of providing a more detailed 
explanation, without making a series of assumptions about viewers’ knowledge. The 
above statement from Brian also gives an excellent example of the show’s hybridity 
and adaptability. At other points in the focus group session, Brain said that he enjoyed 
The Panel but did not watch it as a news program, yet this is probably because he did 
not require more news, given that he said he already consumed it regularly from a 
diverse range of sources. 
 
Another positive point regarding news values raised by this study relates to the show’s 
low level of sports coverage, which was cited by several people as a negative element 
in most televised news bulletins. While Stephen Quartermain (himself a Ten reporter) 
has regularly appeared on the show to discuss sport, this has begun to be significantly 
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reduced. When sport is covered on The Panel, lesser-known or less-discussed sports 
often feature, once again filling the void left by other sports reporting which covers 
the most popular and most spectacular pursuits. In 2004, prior to the Athens Olympic 
Games, guests on the show included the previously discussed women’s water polo 
player Jo Fox, and a member of the Australian table tennis team. This is important, 
because it opens a world of information to viewers which, it can be safely assumed 
they know little about. It breaks from the traditional notions of ‘significant’ sports 
found in most news media: 
 
LAURA: I was going to say before I think it’s good they had [Jo Fox] on 
because… you know, water polo doesn’t get much coverage, nor does chicks in 
sport … I think it’s good they have coverage of women’s sport. 
 
One final point of significance here regarding news values is that the show must be 
contextualised within a very broad media environment. As was mentioned in chapter 
one, the world is in the grip of an information age, and The Panel now competes with 
other media in its role, not just television alone. The program can again be looked at 
as a filtering system or televised form of ‘consumer representation’ regarding the 
already massive news output (Shearer, 2004). The Panel may be competing for an 
audience just as news does, but several participants supported these theories by saying 
very bluntly that it compliments their available news sources; if they wanted to know 
more detail about the topics raised by the program, they could, potentially, go and 
look it up on the internet. If this is the case, then the show can be quite a significant 
way of simply bringing certain issues into the consciousness of this part of its 
audience, allowing them to be more fully understood through other, more detailed and 
diverse, news media sources, should the need (or interest) arise: 
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HARRY SHEARER: The irony is, to be an informed person in the information 
age means you have to work a lot harder. And to the extent that this show makes 
it a little easier is its major non-entertainment contribution … 
 
This concept of complex information systems is also raised by Sternberg (2004) and 
Katz (1992), both of whom believe that hybrid news programs operate in a hybrid 
news environment, and must be thought of as small pieces of a much larger news 
puzzle. 
 
BRIAN: Pretty much I do [further research] with everything that I listen to or 
watch as well, I mean a lot of stuff that anybody tells me I might go and I’ll look 
it up, or I find out more information, I mean, because I’m “Google-friendly” you 
know? 
 
 
ROCHELLE: … If it [shows] something that triggers your interest, then you 
can go and look it up on the net. 
 
If some members of The Panel’s audience use the program as a news source in this 
way, then a variation of news values is something to be celebrated. Should someone 
find interest in a particular subject, they will have a grasp on the debates surrounding 
it, and, if they wish, further investigation can result. This demonstrates the theory of 
The Panel as a form of news filtration, as well as its hybridity, showing that 
objectivity and singular ‘truth’ are relative concepts, and that the question of truth or 
balance depends on a relationship to other knowledges existing through other 
discourses (Fiske, 1992: 54). 
 
Additionally, the variation from ‘harder’ news to ‘lighter’ news issues while 
maintaining the delicate balance of informing and entertaining, is also something 
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which people involved in the study quite broadly enjoyed. In the episode screened to 
the focus groups, the transition from talk about Iraq to Australian Idol, for example, 
was cited as part of its appeal, again proving that it works from very different and less 
stringent definitions of what is ‘newsworthy’. As discussed in chapter two, the show 
lets the public sphere (or personal interest) decide what is newsworthy, not what 
journalism has rigidly defined as important. In this way the television news genre (and 
the ways in which that profession defines significance) appears quite limiting, because 
a typical story needs something to be filmed and shown to the audience also 
(Dahlgren, 1992). Importantly, The Panel does not rely on the potential for visual 
imagery and spectacular footage to define the story’s significance. In this way the 
show has far more of an impact on the public sphere by relying on conversation, 
rather than dazzling visuals, which was seen in the previous chapter where the 
panellists discussed politics for some time, yet showed very little video footage. 
 
 
Entertainment 
 
ROB SITCH: I think humour makes most conversations much more palatable. 
 
Finally, as was mentioned in earlier parts of this chapter, one of the most enticing 
elements of The Panel for the groups was its entertainment, and is where the 
democratising power of the show lies. For the participants of this study, entertainment 
values were the most-cited reasons for The Panel being so ‘watchable’. Though the 
humour here may simply be a result of unplanned conversation, in almost every case, 
when questioned generally about the show and what they thought of it, participants 
overwhelmingly stated its ability to entertain them as key. Also much celebrated was 
the inclusion of clips and video tape packages in the course of an episode, many of 
which were described as being very humorous. Here, Susie talks about an incident in 
the program where a counter was placed over a Sunday interview with foreign 
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minister Alexander Downer, counting the number of times he used the word 
“negotiations”: 
 
SUSIE: They counted “negotiations” like 30 times, or something ridiculous like 
that. It was hilarious and it was so funny, ‘cause I watched the interview on 
Sunday, and it was funny seeing the interview come back to you on The Panel, 
because, like, you knew that he said it a lot. 
 
 
LIAM: …it’s a real Australian sort of thing, you know, Australian comedy… 
taking the piss out of all the politicians and stuff. 
 
Interestingly, Liam’s comment here backs up the previously mentioned assertion by 
Sternberg (1995) that hybrid TV formats such as The Panel this draw on elements of 
Australian culture such as ‘cutting down tall poppies’ in order to establish a closer and 
more familiar relationship with their audience. This is an important part of the text-
audience bond which makes the show more interesting and identifiable to an audience 
that enjoys playfulness. 
 
ERIN: Yeah, well that’s what I mean, they pay-out on themselves which is 
great you know. 
 
While there are a host of different and subtle comedic elements to the program, the 
final site of enjoyment and entertainment which came from participants was the use of 
music clips and a live musical act to finish the program. One participant in particular, 
Erin, stated that the use of live music is sorely missed elsewhere in television. Erin 
also discussed this in relation to the show being simulcast in previous years, and its 
ability for the diversification of access, saying that it allowed her to listen to the show 
while she was driving home from work on Wednesday evenings. 
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Conclusion 
 
EVE: But especially now with everything going on, with all the terror, and you 
always hear about Iraq non-stop, that’s all you hear about on the news, it’s nice 
to have a change where you can turn on The Panel, and you can get facts about 
news, still learn, still be informed about other issues as well in an entertaining 
way. 
 
Through qualitative research, this chapter has attempted to assert that The Panel is 
predominantly received by audiences in ways that support this study’s hypothesis. 
That is, that the show strengthens and democratises the public sphere (and can 
therefore be considered as news) by providing a site for people to be entertained and 
informed through the use of an unplanned conversational format, and by televising the 
interpersonal rational-critical debate so central to the function of public sphere. In 
doing so The Panel plays an important role in the public sphere and everyday culture 
by not only televising talk which closely resembles everyday discussion, but also by 
stimulating, strengthening and encouraging debate at the everyday level. That the 
program has the ability to do this suggests that taking humour out of certain topics 
does not necessarily reduce their informative potential, but is an important step toward 
making the program popular among audiences. Such a technique is democratising and 
also works through a differing set of news values that set it apart from most news 
programs because they allow the show to provide background or information in 
everyday language, and therefore not make a series of assumptions about knowledge 
which tends to alienate the audiences of other televised news. In this way, The Panel 
could be ‘more than jokes’, as the title of this thesis suggests because it goes further in 
its duty to the public sphere than ‘old’ news appears to do. It is also ‘more than news’ 
by making issues seem relevant and more interesting to audiences. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
The hypothesis of this thesis is that The Panel is not only news, but it can also 
contribute to the postmodern public sphere more so than ‘old’ news by making news 
and news issues more popular, accessible and comprehensible, particularly to youth. 
This hypothesis has been supported very strongly, particularly concerning focus group 
research, with participants backing up many of the assertions made throughout. By 
televising (mediatising) the inter-personal debate which provides such an important 
foundation of citizenship, the show may allow that debate to be taken up at an 
everyday level, therefore increasing the potential for a politically and socially well-
informed public and public sphere.  
 
Chapter one of this thesis closely examined the modern relationship between news 
and tabloidism and the public sphere. It analysed some of the positive aspects to 
tabloid media, and looked at the ways in which these aspects may contribute to the 
public sphere. Furthering this discussion, the chapter also discussed and analysed the 
notion of ‘new’ news which sits separate from the traditional broadsheet/tabloid 
binary classification. These programs are able to add a significant level of depth and 
complexity to news genres, and, most importantly, make the news more interesting 
and understandable. Chapter two continued this theory by positioning The Panel 
within the hybrid ‘new’ news category, and asserted that the conversation contained 
within the show may be considered ‘rational-critical’ debate. By detailing the history 
of the program, highlighting the way the show is constructed, and analysing episodes 
for analysis, this chapter looked at the program not only as a hybrid ‘new’ news text, 
but as a viable alternative to rigid journalism. This was particularly linked to the 
ongoing hypothesis of The Panel as a powerful contributor to the public sphere. Also 
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part of this analysis was the program’s use of language and entertainment, both of 
which are a major part of the show and the hypothesis of this thesis. 
 
Finally, chapter three, which is perhaps the most crucial chapter in this study, used 
focus group research to examine the way in which audiences understand and use the 
program. This concluded with the assertion that The Panel’s format and style are 
highly democratising and powerful for the public sphere, reaffirming the hypothesis 
of the research. It can provide a site for people to be entertained and informed through 
the use of an unplanned conversational format, and by televising the interpersonal 
rational-critical debate so central to the function of public sphere. This chapter also 
accounted for much of the show’s success in the way it effectively abandons many of 
the limiting and exclusionary pretences of journalism, including it’s format, language 
and very impersonal discourse. 
 
This thesis has therefore concluded that by striking a careful balance between 
entertaining and informing, as ‘new’ news, The Panel is able to make a significant 
contribution to the Australian news media environment. This is because the show has 
the power to attract viewers through entertainment, yet keeping them abreast of 
issues, letting them view and even enter into the rational and critical debate which is a 
significant part of the public sphere (Habermas, 1989). The Panel is a source for 
alternative viewpoints and perspectives on news issues which provides opportunities 
for this debate to occur. As has been argued in this study, the program can act as a 
link between the public and private spheres, illustrating to audiences how complex or 
abstract information may be applicable to their everyday lives. The Panel is not 
simply yet another tabloid or ‘infotainment’ program which uses personal issues and 
entertainment to attract attention and ratings to insignificant issues. However, it does 
appear that in a news environment which is becoming increasingly entertaining, 
entertaining programs appear to be filling some of the void (left over from these larger 
shifts) by becoming more informative (Shearer, 2004). 
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The Panel does not ensure that the future of the mediatised public sphere will be 
golden, but it does represent the positive qualities that can come from entertainment, 
personalisation and diversification of viewpoints and voices in television. If the 
modern public sphere is mediatised and news is central to the functionality of the 
public sphere, then, as this thesis has argued, any news program which promotes the 
inclusion of young people – a group excluded from the public sphere – is therefore 
democratising. The significance of understanding this democratisation, and this thesis 
specifically, lies not only understanding The Panel’s abilities, but in the defence of its 
position as a news program. Given the legal actions against the show’s use of footage 
from another commercial network, the argument in this research has asserted from a 
range of positions that this dispute should have been resolved in Working Dog’s 
favour not because of their defence that the footage shown did not constitute a breach 
of copyright, but rather because it should be exempt from these very copyright laws 
because it is news. It offers criticism and review which may then be taken up into 
everyday life with inter-personal discussion (and not absolute singular “truth”). This 
is a crucial function and service which TV news strives to provide, perhaps 
unsuccessfully in regard to its application in the public sphere. 
 
The future for Australian youth and the television ‘new’ news genre, therefore, 
appears bright. If anything, the outcome of this thesis would be to suggest and 
encourage more shows such as The Panel which may better engage their audiences. 
Although some shows have enjoyed little success and popularity, the public sphere 
and public knowledge of significant events can be heightened and strengthened by 
continually diversifying and multiplying the views and opinions contained in the news 
media. If anything, journalism’s series of “official discourses”, which Dahlgren 
(1992: 18) describes as confining and limiting, are now beginning to look dated and 
superficial. The power relationship which journalism works so hard to maintain over 
its audiences is beginning to crack in many ways. Perhaps journalists may be better 
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off aiming to produce different news sources or programs for different niche markets 
(sphericules) where there is a greater sense of openness. This is very much like the 
texts that Henningham (1988: 197) described in his work over 15 years ago, where he 
theorised the possibility for a host of different news services for differing cultural, 
ethnic or age groups. Dahlgren (1995: 57) too acknowledges this need, saying that a 
larger variety of news programs “tailored to different audiences” should be available. 
However, the tired format to which we have all become accustomed is still accepted 
as the ‘right’ and ‘proper one’, such is the extent to which it has reinforced itself in 
the media, thus further alienating citizens.  
 
Indeed the future for ‘old’ news might be better off with a determination to reflect the 
information which is already available in the public domain, with disregard for the 
ideals of objectivity, balance and neutrality. Journalism might be better off if it 
engaged public interest in its output, not through entertaining or trivial (tabloid) 
topics, but through formats which can make issues of high public concern more 
interesting and understandable. This may help to promote, facilitate and strengthen 
public debate (and socio-political awareness), and not decide which opinions in the 
public sphere are important, nor make judgements upon them. If journalism sheds its 
strict conventions and becomes a more dynamic profession, reflecting the diversity of 
its audience, the opinions and the everyday lives of its audience, then society may be 
far better served. 
 
While this thesis has explored the potential for The Panel to act as both a news source 
for younger audiences, and a great contributor to the public sphere, it is important to 
recognise that The Panel was never intended to replace conventional news. Rather, 
many of the powerful elements to the show mentioned in this thesis are simply 
incidental outcomes to Working Dog’s original desire to create an enjoyable program: 
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TOM GLEISNER: That said, I would never urge all young Australians to stop 
reading newspapers and don’t watch Foreign Correspondent, I mean, clearly 
shows like The Panel … are never intended to be a replacement to traditional 
news-gathering. 
 
The Panel, though not a news program by intention, is most likely to act in this role 
because of the lack of alternatives to the ‘old’ news, and also because it is intrinsically 
informative in its nature. If the traditional news media and journalism were to better 
stimulate interest and popularity though their work, then shows such as this would not 
have to carry so much of the ‘load’ of young people’s news interest. And though it 
may be a single program screened for just one hour per week, The Panel is quite a 
distinctive program in Australia, and the lack of programs like it is mourned 
elsewhere in the world. Harry Shearer, whose comments have been drawn upon 
several times in this thesis, says that the reason he keeps coming back to the show as a 
guest is because it is done so differently to any other program like it in the USA, and 
because he enjoys his time on the show (Shearer, 2004): 
 
HARRY SHEARER: What American television is all about is the surface 
sparks of noise and adrenaline. And [The Panel] is about sparking something in 
the cerebral cortex, where the thinking process goes on … The American media 
culture is so degraded at this point that something like this would have to be 
dropped by angels from Mars for anybody in television even to go, “Hmmm”, 
for them to think about it. 
 
So rather than something to attract litigation, this program should be celebrated as a 
necessary addition to the news environment in this country. That Shearer says that a 
show such as this would have to be the result of “angels from Mars” stresses the 
significance he himself places on the program, and its “potentially enormous salutary 
effects on the democracy” (Shearer, 2004).  
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Though this has only been a small-scale enquiry into one example of ‘new’ news, it 
appears that much of the theorising into this category of news programming may 
indeed be supported by further research among audiences. Given that transgressive 
‘new’ news texts have been argued to be a particularly (although not exclusively) 
Australian phenomenon (Sternberg, 1995), the Australian ‘new’ news environment 
appears dramatically under-researched. Australian programs that have been mentioned 
in this thesis previously such as George Negus Tonight and Andrew Denton’s Enough 
Rope, both of which are loosely based around interviewing, have also asserted their 
place in the weekly television schedule. The very personal and conversational style 
adopted by these programs is far removed from conventional journalistic discourse, 
yet like other ‘new’ news programs, these shows are able to inform, provide 
perspectives and background, and do so in a very entertaining fashion.  
 
A further investigation into the field of Australian ‘news’ news (and these highly 
personalised forms) would therefore go a long way towards a better understanding of 
this part of our news culture. Furthermore, there may be much scope for an even 
larger enquiry into “journalism’s confining skin of official discourses” (Dahlgren, 
1992: 18) which have been so effectively sidestepped in the presentation and content 
of The Panel. Doing so may pinpoint exactly where many news programs fail in their 
duty to attract and more importantly engage younger audiences, and may make 
several assertions as to how TV journalism may better serve the public sphere, in 
ways that ‘new’ news and The Panel can.  
 
By using openness and everyday opinions, The Panel helps its audience to relate to 
the show and the topics at hand in ways very foreign to the average Australian 
journalist. It is in the ambiguous space between news and entertainment that the show 
has its power. The Panel not only provides a source of news in a different format to 
those commonly uninterested in conventional journalism, but it also serves a function 
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which the news should ideally play: it strengthens society through knowledge and 
gives people the conviction to use this knowledge in everyday life. That The Panel 
assists this process for a younger demographic often excluded by ‘old’ news makes 
the program even more significant in Australia’s media setting. Because this program 
is entertaining and informative, a young Australian may actually cite it as their 
favourite show, which is highly desirable in a postmodern world. It does not act as the 
public sphere, but, certainly far more so than ‘old’ news, it mediatises part of it, and 
lubricates the processes which are vital to it. 
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Appendix 1 
 
 
Excerpt Transcripts 
 
 
Example 1: Episode aired July 21st 2004 
 
 
KATE LANGBROEK: So was it packed when you saw 9/11? 
 
SANTO CILAURO: When I saw 9/11, yes it was packed. It was a small 
cinema. 
 
GLENN ROBBINS: What was the audience response to 9/11? 
 
SANTO CILAURO: I think there was a lot of… no one applauded at the 
end, but it was quite stunned, and there was a lot of gasping going on as 
they saw things. Especially things which you don’t quite see, like when 
you see children being injured… all those images that we… 
 
TOM GLEISNER: During the war we were a bit sanitised. 
 
SANTO CILAURO: That’s right, so all of a sudden when you’re hit with 
a few, and there’s quite a few of them. 
 
KATE LANGBROEK: So it’s real? Like it’s quite real? 
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SANTO CILAURO: Yeah, mind you it’s quite an interesting film in the 
way it’s made, like there’s a bit of rock ‘n’ roll, like there’s… 
 
TOM GLEISNER: Well it’s a movie isn’t it? 
 
SANTO CILAURO: It’s a movie. 
 
ROB SITCH: But I tell you… we’ve showed a bit of this clip two years 
ago, but a clip that shows what it’s like is… 
 
SANTO CILAURO: Is the vacations one from 9/11? Have we got a little 
bit from 9/11? 
 
ROB SITCH: Yeah, yeah. 
 
KATE LANGBROEK: So this is from 9/11? 
 
ROB SITCH: (Sarcastically) No it’s from Bowling [for Columbine]…  
 
(General Laughter) 
 
VIDEO: Segment from Fahrenheit 9/11 showing George W. Bush 
playing golf, and particularly, telling awaiting media that “I call upon all 
nations to do everything they can to stop these terrorist killers. Thank you. 
Now watch this drive.” 
 
ROB SITCH: Now that touches upon… the major issue against Michael 
Moore, is, like, subtle misrepresentation. Who do you think he’s talking 
about there… which terrorists do you think he’s talking about? 
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TOM GLEISNER: I would presume the 9/11 terrorists. 
 
ROB SITCH: Right, no, it was about a Palestinian attack on Israel. 
… 
 
TOM GLEISNER: One of the problems I think is that they’re referred to 
as documentaries, and documentary implies a balanced, even-handed, both 
sides of the story, you decide… and clearly Michael Moore’s aren’t. He 
has an opinion and doesn’t hide it, and that’s where I think it’s sort of 
getting a few people a bit rattled. They’re going “it’s not a documentary”, 
and, you’re right, it’s not. 
… 
 
ROB SITCH: But I find it a bit disingenuous because Colin Powell went 
before the United Nations, you know, before every nation in the world…  
 
SANTO CILAURO: Do you find that disingenuous, or the attack? 
 
ROB SITCH: I’m finding the attack… the overall… the motivation of the 
attacks disingenuous. 
 
KATE LANGBROEK: The attacks upon Mike Moore? 
 
ROB SITCH: Yes, and from where they come, because Colin Powell, 
Secretary of State for the United States, went before the United Nations 
and laid out this big case against Iraq – before every nation, in one of the 
critical moments in world history. And it now looks like a joke. But he’s 
not… because, you know, he’s a statesman he’s not dealt with in the same 
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way that Michael Moore the big fat slob is. And so what’s interesting, I’ll 
put this to you: why do you think that film is successful? 
 
TOM GLEISNER: I think it’s the entertainment factor, it’s not a dry 
recounting of the facts. Like the rock ‘n’ roll music you showed in that 
clip before, you go “ohh, this looks good!” 
… 
 
SANTO CILAURO: I was reading in the paper an attack on Michael 
Moore, and I agree with the fact that he takes things to the limit, but 
you’re going “hey hang on”, think of what we’ve been fed for two years, 
why not see something like that? So there was this thing saying his 
pornographic usage of civilian deaths and stuff, whilst at the same time he 
doesn’t show any of the planes landing into the [World Trade Centre 
Towers]. As if we haven’t seen the planes enough! We’ve had two years 
of it. 
 
(The Panel, 2004a) 
 
 
Example 2: Episode aired August 18th 2004 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: …we have had two Australian enquiries now, both 
of which have said, in more or less, that the government went well beyond 
the intelligence advice that it was receiving from the intelligence agencies. 
 
SANTO CILAURO: Well those findings are kind of weird Andrew, 
because, correct me if I am wrong, but they’re basically saying there were 
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serious problems in the way the intelligence got to government, but no one 
is to blame. Is that, right? They didn’t actually blame anybody. There are 
problems but no one is to blame?  
 
ANDREW WILKIE: Yeah, and that’s one of the problems at the 
moment. 
 
SANTO CILAURO: But that doesn’t make sense because someone has 
to take the blame. When the head of a bank, if there are rogue traders in it, 
the head of the bank has to say “well, hang-on, I’ve got to take 
responsibility”, especially when the standard is probably higher because it 
wasn’t in self-defence, we actually joined a group of people that invaded a 
country – a pre-emptory strike. So, you’d expect there to be an even 
higher standard. 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: Look, you’re absolutely right. Let’s not forget that 
the official case for the invasion of Iraq was that Iraq had failed to disarm 
of its weapons of mass destruction, and it was cooperating actively with 
Al Qaeda, and it was only a matter of time before those weapons of mass 
destruction were handed-over. That was the official case for war. I think it 
is self-evident to all sensible people now that the official case for war was 
completely bogus, but yet no one, no one in this country has stood-up and 
taken responsibility. Now maybe it’s my old miliary training, but I reckon 
that the Prime Minister, the Defence Minister, the Foreign Minister… 
people like that should adopt a leadership role and should stand up and 
look the Australian people in the eye and say they “got it wrong”. 
 
ROB SITCH: But there’s some neat lines here because they would say 
“O.K. well I am accountable every three years”. And so there’s no 
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accountability in the way the general community understands it, that you 
can be sacked, fired, dismissed, held to account, go to court. The court… 
all of that rolled into one is the election every three years. 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: Hmmm, and fortunately that court is about to 
convene. Sometime, presumably later this year…  
 
TOM GLEISNER: We did give a date last week and it’s wrong. 
 
(general laughter from the audience) 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: …sometime later this year the Australian people 
will have their opportunity to pass judgement on the Howard Government.   
… 
 
ROB SITCH: Is the first time a person comes out against the 
government… Let’s take your case your case, rumours went around that 
you were unbalanced, and there was an apology given for that. Then a 
document, which was, I assume, classified at a very high level, was 
leaked, presumably from a government source… so it’s pretty hard. 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: Yeah, this government plays hard, they play to win. 
The day I resigned from the Office of National Assessments the 
government said I was not involved in the Iraq issue and shouldn’t be 
listened to. The morning after I resigned, one of the Prime Minister’s 
media staffers went around the press gallery telling the media that I was 
mentally unstable and shouldn’t be listened to… 
 
ROB SITCH: Mind you, that qualifies you to appear on The Panel.  
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… 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: Perhaps the most worrying single action by the 
Government was in fact when someone from Foreign Minister Alexander 
Downer’s office leaked to Melbourne journalist Andrew Bolt, a top-secret 
report I had written on Iraq, in an attempt to lampoon me. Which was 
interesting because only some months earlier the government had said I 
hadn’t been involved in the Iraq issue, so it sort of went around in circles 
and tended to discredit the government. 
 
ROB SITCH: Was that a criminal act? Somewhere along the way is there 
a criminal act, or is it just an act of sneakiness? 
 
ANDREW WILKIE: No, no, no, absolutely it is a criminal act. National 
security information must be safeguarded for a range of reasons, 
including, it is the law. And it also must be safeguarded because we need 
to protect our sources, and our technical capabilities and so on. There are 
lots of reasons why that information must be safeguarded, and the leaking 
of that document to a journalist was a very serious criminal offence. Yet, 
the government doesn’t seem at all determined to get to the bottom of it. 
 
ROB SITCH: And that’s unlike this government too… 
 
(The Panel, 2004b) 
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Appendix 2 
 
Focus Group Question Summary 
 
What did you think of the program? 
 
Did it inform you or give background to news issues? 
 
Does the show cover and discuss topics that are pertinent? 
 
Which would you prefer to watch, The Panel or a typical 6 O’clock news bulletin? 
 
Of these same two programs, which would inform you the most about issues relevant 
to your everyday lives? 
 
Having seen the program now, would this make you think more about what was 
discussed, and would you raise them with your friends, family and/or workmates? 
 
Does the show create a sense of being ‘spoken down to’, or does it create a level 
playing field with its audience?  
 
Does The Panel both inform AND entertain? 
 
If so, does the show strike the right balance of information and entertainment? 
 
Could the program be called ‘news’? 
 
Do you now have a recollection of what was discussed in the show? 
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